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Consumerism is an ideology that greatly impacts our society. The Church is not 
immune to the logic and the practices of consumerism. In fact, one might suggest that our 
ecclesiology is often informed by consumerism. Consumerism presents the Church with a 
problem because the very logic of consumerism shapes the way that one thinks about Church. 
Church can become another commodity like everything else that exists to be consumed for its 
own sake. This research project focusses on young adult churchgoers in Christchurch (18-25 
years old) from a variety of denominations to explore how their ecclesiology has been shaped 
by consumerism. This age group is one that has in many ways been discipled by 
consumerism. This project seeks also to articulate how the Church is to participate in the 
mission of the Triune God. A participative model grounded in Trinitarian theological 
reflection can give young adults an alternative ecclesiological vision – a participative 
ecclesiology that invites churchgoers to be participators rather than consumers, or in other 

























Methodology: Practical Theology and Qualitative Research 
 
This project uses qualitative research based in practical theology to discover how 
consumerism as an ideology interacts with ecclesiology. This research had ethics approval 
from the University of Otago and the interview questions, information sheet and consent form 
can all be found in the Appendices. The scope of this research is limited as its focus is 
particularly on 18-25 year old churchgoers in Christchurch. One might be concerned that this 
limits any ability to make broad conclusions that can be applied in a various contexts. 
However, what this focus avoids is an abstract theology that is not tested in the concrete 
realities of real life and especially within the context of Church. Practical theology provides a 
framework for dealing with both concrete reality and theology, which can so often be 
abstract. Professor John Swinton is a key thinker for the methodology of this thesis. Swinton 
is a Scottish theologian who takes a multi-disciplinary approach to his work, and he runs the 
School of Practical Theology at the University of Aberdeen. The description of the work that 
the school does is as follows:  
Our discipline begins and ends with inquiries focused on practices. The ground for 
this focus is an understanding of faith as a lived entity. Our task is to think through 
faith not as “belief” but as lived. Thus the primary reference of our theologizing is the 
lived life in all its contemporary forms.1  
 
In terms of the work that this research project is undertaking, Swinton’s approach to practical 
theology is important. The lived life in this current work is the context of a consumer society. 
The question is how has this context shaped and formed ecclesiology, and this isn’t 
ecclesiology merely in terms of beliefs about the Church but also its practices. The strength 
of practical theology is the way in which it is grounded in reality. This will be explored 
further, but first a definition of practical theology from John Swinton: “Practical theology is 
                                                          
1 <http://www.abdn.ac.uk/sdhp/profiles/j.swinton> (11 June 2015) 
3 
 
critical, theological reflection on the practices of the Church as they interact with the 
practices of the world, with a view to ensuring and enabling faithful participation in God’s 
redemptive practices in, to and for the world.”2 This definition provides a dense explanation 
of what practical theology is but it must be unpacked.  
 
Practical Theology as Critical Theological Reflection   
First of all, practical theology is committed as being a theological discipline, one 
which seeks to engage critically using theological analysis. John Swinton puts it this way:  
“Theology is the primary source of knowledge which guides and provides the hermeneutical 
framework within which practical theology carries out its task.”3 The question that follows 
from this definition is: what kind of theology are we talking about? If theology is the primary 
source of knowledge, how does this theology operate? This project works with the model of 
theological reflection as defined by the Wesleyan Quadrilateral. That is, that theology draws 
upon four primary sources: Scripture, reason, tradition and experience.4 Using these 
theological tools, this research will engage in practical theology.  
 
Practical Theology as a Practice Oriented Discipline  
The concern for practical theology is to examine how the practices of the Church can 
both be faithful to the gospel and take seriously the complex reality of God at work in the 
world.5 Practical theology is practical in that its focus is the practices of the Church. Swinton 
puts it this way:  
                                                          
2 John Swinton, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research (London: SCM Press, 2011), Kindle edition, Loc. 
214. 
3 Swinton, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research, Loc. 238. 
4 Roger E. Olson, The Story of Christian Theology: Twenty Centuries of Tradition and Reform (Downers Grove, 
IL: InterVarsity Press, 1999), 513.  
5 Swinton, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research, Loc. 169. 
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Practices such as prayer, hospitality and friendship contain their own particular 
theological meanings, social and theological histories, implicit and explicit norms and 
moral expectations. The ways in which we practice and the forms of practice in which 
we participate are therefore filled with deep meaning, purpose, and direction. Put 
slightly differently the forms of practice that we participate in are theory laden.6 
 
Taking seriously the depth and meaning of our practices, this research project seeks to reflect 
on the church-going practices of young adults. The particular practices that this project 
examines are the attendance, volunteering and financial giving of young adults in 
Christchurch churches. The aim of exploring these practices is to discover the rich theological 
meaning within them, especially in the area of ecclesiology. These practices will be explored 
alongside reflections and stories given during the interviews. The interviews will be 
summarized with main points of interest for conversation highlighted. These points will then 
be reflected upon theologically and analytically in light of scholarship on consumerism. 
Andrew Root explains, “Practical theologians attend to their work from the ‘practice, theory, 
practice’ loop’.”7 This loop affirms the mutual dialogue between experience and theology. 
This dialogue will provide the content with which to address the concerns of this project.  
 
Practical Theology as Participation in God’s Mission   
Practical theology’s raison d'etre is to empower the Church’s call to mission.8 John 
Swinton describes this empowerment as “enabling faithful participation in God’s redemptive 
practices.”9 This project aims to articulate what it might look like for the Church to be 
faithful in this kind of participation. Pete Ward gives yet another definition for theology as 
“participating in the Trinitarian life of God.”10 This participative framework will be applied 
                                                          
6 Ibid., Loc. 450. Italics in original 
7 Andrew Root, “Practical Theology: What Is It and How Does it Work?” Journal of Youth Ministry 7 no 2 
(Spring 2009), 61.  
8 Ray Anderson, The Shape of Practical Theology: Empowering Ministry with Theological Praxis (Downers 
Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 32. 
9 Swinton, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research, Loc. 214. 
10 Pete Ward, Participation and Mediation: A Practical Theology for the Liquid Church (London: SCM Press, 
2008), 96. Unpacking this further Pete Ward says, “This means that rather than simply being a form of static 
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throughout this research, and Trinitarian theology in particular will form a framework for 
engagement with consumerism’s impact on ecclesiology. The Social Trinity as a model for 
understanding Church will be applied to emphasize a participative ecclesiology. Key 
questions for this project will be: How does consumerism impact the mission of God’s 
Church? In what ways ought the Church to work within the cultural milieu of consumerism 
and in what ways should it form an alternative? Where are future opportunities for mission 
considering the contemporary Western context of consumerism? These kinds of questions are 
central for practical theology which is concerned primarily with participating in the mission 
of God.  
 
Practical Theology In and For the World  
Practical theology takes the Missio Dei very seriously, with the view that God is at 
work in all of the world, inside and outside the Church. Swinton puts it this way, “Because 
we live in God’s creation, all human beings implicitly or explicitly participate in the 
unfolding historical narrative of God.”11 Much wisdom is available to the Church through 
contemporary analysis of cultural trends and sociological studies on consumerism. Key 
scholars in this area are Zygmunt Bauman and Don Slater whose thought is applied 
particularly in Chapter Two.  
Having defined practical theology, Andrew Root suggest four core tasks of practical 
theology which are relevant for this project:12 
1) Description – Practical theology describes what is actually happening in local 
contexts. Chapter Two, “The Context of Consumerism” seeks to address in a 
                                                          
definition, theology should perhaps be seen as communication. This communication is both lived in as a culture 
and at the same time it is indwelt by God. In communication ‘theology’ is animated within the community”, 
106.  
11 Swinton, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research, Loc. 245.  
12 Root, “Practical Theology: What Is It and How Does it Work?”, 66-68.  
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descriptive way what is going on in church communities in the West, and the 
interviews seek to describe what is going on particularly in church communities in 
Christchurch, New Zealand amongst young adults.  
2) Theorizing – Practical theology seeks not only to describe what is happening but to 
ask the question of why such things are happening. This particular project applies 
such a theoretical lens in Chapter Three where the interviews are discussed.   
3) Normative Task – Practical theology aims to reflect deeply on God’s action in the 
world to analyse and interpret particular concrete situations. How might theology 
speak into the context of consumerism and what dangers or possibilities might it see 
within this context? Both Chapter Three and Four will address this issue.  
4) Pragmatic task –The final question is “what do we do with this?” This project in 
Chapter Four will seek to offer suggestions for approaches that the Church might take 
to do mission in the context of consumerism.   
 
Qualitative Research  
This research project utilizes qualitative research, in particular semi-structured 
interviews that allow for a narrative approach. Qualitative research works on the premise that 
people are “interpretive creatures”, and that people understand the world and their experience 
in it within an interpretive process.13 Given that people are interpretive creatures, stories 
function as important sources for acquiring knowledge. Swinton states that “for the 
qualitative researcher, narrative knowledge is perceived to be a legitimate, rigorous and valid 
form of knowledge that informs us about the world in ways which are publicly significant.”14 
In this view, the stories of people are taken seriously as ways of knowing. The epistemology 
                                                          
13 Swinton, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research, Loc. 643.  
14 Swinton, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research, Loc. 800.  
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that underlies the use of interviews is a constructivist one. Interviews work with the premise 
that we can theorize from the stories and experiences of individuals.15 In this project there are 
sixteen interviews of young adults from four different churches that will provide a snapshot 
of young adult churchgoers in Christchurch. The four churches are SouthWest Baptist Church 
(formerly Spreydon Baptist), St Timothy’s Anglican Church, Hope Presbyterian (formerly 
Hornby Presbyterian), and Grace Vineyard Church. These churches have been intentionally 
chosen as churches with a relatively large number of young adults to interview. There are 
four denominations represented to give a broad view. The interviewees from each church 
were chosen through conversation with the Youth and Young Adults’ Pastors of each 
congregation. A balance of age and gender from each church was also achieved with two 
females and two males from each church. Seventeen questions were used during the 
interviewing process to provide a framework for discussion.16 The interviews ranged from 35 
to 50 minutes in length.  
 
Methodological Issues  
It is a complex task to determine the relationship between consumerism and 
ecclesiology as there are multiple factors at work which shape the way that people think 
about and participate in Church.17 Consumerism is a major ideology in society in 21st century 
New Zealand but it is not the only influencing societal factor. In addition to this many people 
                                                          
15 Hilary Arksey and Peter Knight, Interviewing for Social Scientists (London: SAGE Publications Ltd, 1999), 
“Underlying… is a constructivist view of knowledge. The claim is that perception, memory, emotion and 
understanding are human constructs, not objective things. Yet, this construction is not a chaotic process because 
it takes place within cultural and sub-cultural settings that provide a strong framework for meaning-making. So, 
we share similar (but not identical) understandings of things that are common experiences and subject to 
society-wide interpretations”, 3. 
16 See Appendix A.  
17 Richard Elliot, “Making Up People: Consumption as a Symbolic Vocabulary for the Construction of 
Identity”, in Elusive Consumption, ed. Karin M. Ekstrom and Helene Brembeck (Oxford: Berg, 2004), 137. 
Elliot says:  “As meaning is negotiated between self-identity and social identities, between embodied 
performance and cognitive elaboration, between reason and emotion, between mediated and lived experience, 
between language and materiality, so we can expect that it is not a simple matter to study these phenomena.”  
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will verbalize one thing about their beliefs while in practice the reality is quite different, 
especially on an issue which holds negative connotations. This was the case in a study that 
Richard Elliot refers to with Buddhist teenagers talking about their interaction with 
consumerism:  
When discussing their belief system in group discussions and individual interviews 
they were adamant of their contemptuous rejection of brands and other manifestations 
of consumer culture. Yet when accompanied on shopping trips the teenagers dropped 
their anti-materialist values when they saw famous brands on sale and went ahead and 
made purchases with apparent glee.18 
 
As this kind of bias is a reality, the interviews are structured in ways that get people to tell 
stories about primarily their experiences and practices, rather than just their beliefs, to avoid 
this issue. As for the complexity of the relationship between consumerism and ecclesiology 
this is best addressed by carefully defining what it is that one is talking about when speaking 
of consumerism.  
This research project is both descriptive and theoretical. It is descriptive as it 
examines the context of a consumer society and how the Church operates in this context. It is 
theoretical as it theologically reflects on this context and explores ways forward for the 
mission of the Church. Chapter Two will describe the context of a consumer society, Chapter 
Three will discuss the themes raised in the interviews, and Chapter Four will look at ways for 








                                                          
18 Elliot “Making Up People: Consumption as a Symbolic Vocabulary for the Construction of Identity”, 138.  
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Chapter Two  
The Context of Consumerism  
 
Consumerism is an ideology that drives our contemporary globalised world. It shapes 
one’s self understanding and how society functions. It has had a considerable impact on both 
individuals and communities, and this study focuses on the impact that consumerism has had 
on the Church. There has been much theological reflection on how Christians might consume 
ethically and how the Church might operate in a consumer society with integrity.19 However 
this study seeks to examine the interaction between consumerism and Christianity with this 
question in mind: how has consumerism informed the ecclesiology of the contemporary 
Church in the West, particularly among young adults? Martyn Percy writes: “Consumption is 
therefore more about meaning that acquisition; consumerism is more about identity than 
materialism. Strictly speaking, then, the threat posed by consumerism to Christianity is not 
the material versus the spiritual. It is, rather, a competition between systems of meaning and 
identification.”20 This study seeks to engage with consumerism as a system of meaning and 
identification that interacts with Christianity not only as it competes with it as an alternative, 
but also as it influences and forms it in certain ways. First, in order to engage with these 
questions, it is necessary to explore possible definitions of consumerism. This chapter will 
provide some definitions of consumerism for this project and it will explore the logic of 




                                                          
19 For examples see Tom Beaudoin, Consuming Faith: Integrating Who We Are with What We Buy (Maryland: 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2006); Laura M. Hartman, The Christian Consumer: Living Faithfully in a Fragile 
World (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011); Michelle A. Gonzalez, Shopping: Christian Explorations of 
Daily Living (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2010).  
20 Martyn Percy, Engaging with Contemporary Culture: Christianity, Theology and the Concrete Church 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005), 52.  
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The Origins of Consumerism 
Consumerism must be understood within the context in which it developed, that is 
modernity, and the ideology which formed it, that is capitalism. Modernity, a period which 
began during the 17th century at the time of the Enlightenment, called into question many of 
the traditional assumptions in the Western World. The modern period can be fairly described 
as post-traditional. Traditional ideas of where identity is acquired, where authority lies, and 
how truth can be determined all became contested in modernity.21 In particular, the notion of 
the individual and the rights and freedom of the individual are hallmarks of modernity. Slater 
writes: 
Modern consumption arose firstly in the ideal (or dystopia) of a liberal and 
commercial society comprising free individuals pursuing their interests through free 
association in the public sphere. The consumer…is one example or one aspect of the 
private and enterprising individual who stands at the centre of the very notion of 
modernity.22 
 
In modernity the individual is at the centre. This move from more traditional, communal 
ways of life gave space for consumerism to develop. From the notion of the centrality of the 
individual, other factors have developed. Jean-Claude Usunier and Jorg Stolz list what they 
believe to be particular causes for the development of religious consumerism:   
A breakdown of religious norms.  
An increased individual freedom to choose. 
A change in values.  
Increases in disposable income.  
An increase in individual security.  
An increase exposure to mass media.  
Increased individual mobility.23 
 
                                                          
21 Don Slater, Consumer Culture and Modernity (Blackwell, Cambridge: 1997), 84. 
22 Ibid., 23.  
23 Jorg Stolz and Jean-Claude Usunier, “Religions as Brands: New Perspectives on the Marketization of 
Religion and Spirituality,” in Religions as Brands: New Perspectives on the Marketization of Religion and 
Spirituality, eds. Jean-Claude Usunier and Jorg Stolz (Surrey: Ashgate, 2014), 5.  
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The idea of the modern individual paved the way for consumerism. The context of modernity 
created space for consumerism to develop, but the economic system that makes consumerism 
possible is capitalism. The central characteristic of capitalism is the investment of money 
(capital) in order to make a profit.24 Not only this, but the method by which capitalism works 
is the exploitation of wage labour which then drives the consumption of the goods produced 
by the capitalist enterprises.25 Capitalism has its own internal logic which extends beyond 
simply an economic system concerned with the accumulation of wealth. Inherent within 
capitalism as a system is an ethic or, as Smith and Denton put it, a worldview: 
Capitalism is not merely a system for the efficient production and distribution of 
goods and services; it also incarnates and promotes a particular moral order, an 
institutionalized normative worldview comprising and fostering particular 
assumptions, narratives, commitments, beliefs, values, and goals.26 
 
This is an important point to make: capitalism is more than an economic system, rather it 
entails a whole set of assumptions about what human flourishing looks like. Smith and 
Denton put it clearly: “Mass consumer capitalism constitutes the human self in a very 
particular way: as an individual, autonomous, rational, self-seeking, cost-benefit calculating 
consumer.”27 In a capitalist system, consumption is the driving force for productivity and is 
therefore the normative role for contemporary humanity living in such a system. 
Consumerism then functions as the legitimising ideology for capitalism, perpetuating its logic 
by the formation of consumers.28 
 
 
                                                          
24 James Fulcher, Capitalism: A Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 14.   
25 Ibid., 18.   
26 Christian Smith with Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of 
American Teenagers (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 176. Italics in original.  
27 Ibid., 176. Italics in original.  
28 Robert Bocock, Consumption (New York: Routledge, 1993), 50. Bocock says: “This ideology of 
consumerism serves to both legitimate capitalism and to motivate people to become consumers in fantasy as 
well as in reality.” 
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Working Toward a Definition of Consumerism  
Consumerism is difficult to define. However in order to work towards a definition it is 
helpful to understand what it means to consume. Zygmunt Bauman discusses consumption: 
Indeed, if reduced to its archetypical form of the metabolic cycle of ingesting, 
digesting and excreting, consumption is a permanent and irremovable condition and 
aspect of life, bound by neither time nor history; one of the inseparable elements of 
biological survival which we, humans, share with all other living organisms.29 
 
Consumption is a simple fact central to biological life. Human beings consume air, food, and 
water, as well as many other resources. Abraham Maslow’s “hierarchy of needs” is expressed 
in a pyramid shape with the most basic physiological needs placed at the bottom. These basic 
needs such as food and water are essential to human life.30 Consumerism, however, is not just 
about individuals who consume resources, but rather is a societal reality. Bauman highlights 
the difference: “Unlike consumption, primarily a trait and occupation of individual human 
beings, consumerism is an attribute of society.”31 Consumerism is therefore a social reality 
that shapes and forms individuals and groups and creates what Bauman calls a “society of 
consumers”: 
The value most characteristic of the society of consumers, indeed its supreme value in 
relation to which all other values are called to justify their worth, is a happy life; 
indeed, the society of consumers is perhaps the only society in human history to 
promise happiness in earthly life, and happiness here and now and in very successive 
“now;” in short, an instant and perpetual happiness.32  
 
A society of consumers is one in which the act of consuming has become a philosophical 
basis for life.33 Consumption becomes an activity perceived by the consumer as a way to 
acquire happiness, identity and meaning. Consumerism is therefore an ideology which 
                                                          
29 Zygmunt Bauman, Consuming Life (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007), 25. 
30 Steve Wilkens and Mark L. Sanford, Hidden Worldviews: Eight Cultural Stories that Shape Our Lives 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2009), 51.   
31 Bauman, Consuming Life, 28. 
32 Ibid., 44. 
33 Colin Campbell “I shop therefore I know that I am: the metaphysical basis of 
Modern consumerism,” in Elusive Consumption, ed. Karin M. Ekstrom and Helene Brembeck (Oxford: Berg, 
2004), 41-42.  
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functions to provide answers to the big questions of life and ways of living that were 
previously provided by the Church, family, work or citizenship.34 What are these big 
questions that consumerism seeks to answer? They are the questions of meaning and identity 
that sit at the core of being human.  
 
Meaning, Identity and Consumerism  
Consumerism imbues the act of consumption with significance beyond biology or 
economics; in fact consumerism attempts to create meaning via consumption. This creation 
of meaning evokes ontological issues, a sense of being, who am I and what is the significance 
of life. In the past in Western society many of these questions have been addressed by 
religion, family, or in recent modern society, the nation state. Many of these questions 
weren’t perceived as an individual pursuit. Instead there was a more communal approach to 
these questions. However, in a consumer society the traditional forms of acquiring meaning, 
such as religion or family, are looked to less frequently.35 In this search for meaning, 
consumerism offers “a response to ontological insecurity or existential angst.”36 Don Slater 
puts it well: “Consumerism simultaneously exploits mass identity crisis by proffering its 
goods as solutions to the problems of identity, and in the process intensifies it by offering 
ever more plural values and ways of being. Consumer culture lives and breeds in the cultural 
deficits of modernity.”37 Consumerism provides a context within which people can choose a 
self-identity via the act of consumption.38 
                                                          
34 Slater, Consumer Culture and Modernity, 24. Slater says:  “The notion of ‘consumer culture’ implies that in 
the modern world, core social practices and cultural values, ideas, aspirations and identities are defined and 
oriented in relation to consumption rather than to other social dimensions such as work or citizenship, religious 
cosmology or military role.” 
35 Martyn Percy, Engaging with Contemporary Culture: Christianity, Theology and the Concrete Church 
(Aldershot, Ashgate: 2005), 47. “Since the Second World War era, the culture of obligation has rapidly given 
way to one of consumerism. Duty, and the desire to participate in aspects of society where steadfast obligatory 
support was once cherished, has been rapidly eroded by choice, individualism and reflexivity.”   
36 Campbell “I shop therefore I know that I am: the metaphysical basis of modern consumerism”, 35.  
37  Slater, Consumer Culture and Modernity, 85.  
38  Ibid., 85. 
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Signs and Symbols  
Consumption provides meaning in that what is consumed functions symbolically, as a 
sign of something beyond just the goods consumed. Elliot says:  
Consumption of the symbolic meaning of goods plays a central role in supplying 
meanings and values for the performance of social practices and advertising is 
recognized as one of the major sources of these symbolic meanings. These cultural 
meanings are transferred to brands and it is brands which are often used as symbolic 
resources for the construction and maintenance of identity.39 
 
For example, meaning may not be enhanced by the fact that one owns a pair of running 
shoes, rather it is the fact that this particular pair of shoes are “Nike” shoes, and “Nike” as a 
brand is symbolic of athleticism, innovation and strength.40 These shoes also hold symbolic 
value as attributed to them by their expense, indicating social status in regards to wealth. 
There are many ways that one could analyse the particular meaning associated with “Nike” 
shoes, but the point here is that this meaning is subjective. It has very little to do with the 
product itself and more to do with the brand, or the idea behind the product. Robert Dunn 
makes the point that shopping choices are really about constructing lifestyle: “An appropriate 
reading of the place of consumption in the modern search for identity requires locating 
commodities and selves in their social context. In this regard, the distinguishing feature of 
modern consumption is the emergence of what has come to be called lifestyle.”41 The point 
here is that consumers can create a lifestyle which provides both a sense of individual identity 
and a cultural and social identity in terms of status.42 What the consumer buys provides a 
means to create identity. 
 
                                                          
39 Richard Elliot, “Making Up People: Consumption as a Symbolic Vocabulary for  
the Construction of Identity,” in Elusive Consumption, ed. Karin M. Ekstrom and Helene Brembeck, (Berg, 
2004), 135-136.  
40 <http://about.nike.com/>  (19 March 2015). Nike states their mission to “Bring inspiration and innovation to 
every Athlete* in the world. *If you have a body you’re an Athlete”. 
41 Robert Dunn, Identifying Consumption: Subjects and Objects in Consumer Society (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 2008), 121.  




Note that identity is formed not only by the consumer, but by the producer of the 
brand. As Bauman says: “Consumer goods are seldom if ever identity neutral; they tend to 
come complete with ‘identity supplied’”.43 The consumer is actively involved in the process 
in that they choose to create and maintain identities via the consumption of purchased 
goods.44 However the notion of choice itself is limited in that the choices are largely dictated 
by the producers of consumer goods.45 Steven Miles describes the experience of consumer 
choice as “pseudo-sovereignty.”46 This experience is powerful as it gives the consumer a 
sense that one can construct their own identity via the choices they make in the consumption 
of goods and the symbolic value they provide. Therefore it is not the goods themselves that 
provide meaning as such, it is the relationship that the consumer has with what is consumed. 
Miles states, “Consumption is more than ever before an experience which is located in the 
head, a matter of the brain and the mind, rather than seen as the process of simply satisfying 
biological bodily needs.”47 The point is that one doesn’t buy identity but rather discovers 
identity in relation to the choices one has.48 Inherent within consumerism is the notion of 
exploration, discovery and choice, albeit limited by what is on offer. The notion of choice, 
even if limited by what is produced, is central to the context of consumerism. Choice 
provides the tools with which to construct one’s identity. The amount of choice one has 
depends on the resources of each individual, contributing to the social significance of 
perceived choosing power. This rationale of choice promotes a restlessness of sorts, an 
experimental approach to life, driven to always experience more via the medium of choice.  
                                                          
43 Bauman, Consuming Life, 112.  
44 Bocock, Consumption, 67. 
45 Steven Miles, Consumerism as a Way of Life (London: Sage, 1998), 147. Miles says, “As consumers we 
appear to be directed down certain predetermined routes of consumption which ensure that consumerism is 
ultimately as constraining as it is enabling.” 
46  Miles, Consumerism as a Way of Life, 157.  
47  Ibid., 51.  
48 Campbell “I shop therefore I know that I am: the metaphysical basis of modern consumerism”, 32.  
16 
 
Zygmunt Bauman names the experience of consumers as an infinite exploration, the 
point not being the acquisition of goods themselves but rather the experience of desire and its 
fulfilment.49 Bauman describes consumers’ lives as being transient: 
Consumers’ lives are bound to remain infinite successions of trials and errors. Theirs 
are lives of continuous experimentation – yet offering little hope of an experimentum 
cruces that might guide the experimenters on to a reliably mapped and signed land of 
certainty. Hedge your bets; this is the golden rule of consumer rationality.50 
 
 The consumer is therefore always on the move looking for this experience and lives very 
much in the present. This kind of relation to time values speed and effectiveness and pays 
little heed to the past or future.51 The context of consumerism is one which emphasizes what 
Bauman speaks of as “pointillist time”, that is time that is “broken up, or even pulverised, 
into a multitude of eternal instants – events, incidents, accidents, adventures, episodes.”52 
Now is the most important time, hence the restlessness of consumerism. A popular example 
of a consumerist ethos is the notion of FOMO, or “fear of missing out”, a slang expression 
for the idea that by making one choice one closes the door to another choice and misses out 
on an experience. This kind of restless anxiety proliferated by vast choice is characteristic of 
the experience of consumers. This restlessness creates the very angst that the choices offered 




The logic of consumerism is that of desire. Robert Bocock puts it this way: 
“Consumption is founded on lack – a desire always for something not there. Modern/post-
modern consumers, therefore, will never be satisfied. The more they consume, the more they 
                                                          
49 Ibid., 98.  
50 Bauman, Consuming Life, 87. Italics in original 
51 Ibid., 106.  
52 Ibid., 32.  
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will desire to consume.”53 Desire is an intrinsic part of being human; we are, in the words of 
philosopher James K. A. Smith, “desiring creatures.” Building upon Augustine’s view of the 
human person, Smith says: 
We are primordially and essentially agents of love, which takes the structure of desire 
or longing. We are essentially and ultimately desiring animals, which is simply to say 
that we are essentially and ultimately lovers. To be human is to love, and it is what we 
love that defines who we are. Our (ultimate) love is constitutive of our identity.54  
 
What Smith is highlighting is that fundamentally humans are feeling creatures, not just 
thinking ones. Humans operate on a level of desire rather than just cognitive thought. 
Consumer society appeals to this desire in order to function. A consumer society does this on 
two levels: firstly by appealing to unconscious desire for profit, and secondly by providing 
the consumer a sense of fulfilment of desire, a feeling of happiness, meaning or identity, even 
if fleeting. It is important to note here that desire is experienced as natural feelings and 
inclinations, but it isn’t just located within the individual person; desire is formed and shaped 
in society. Beyond just eliciting desire, the producers of goods create desire. Bocock puts it 
this way: “Modern consumption depends upon advertising and the display of commodities in 
shopping centres, shopping malls, in a way which creates and elicits desires.”55 The consumer 
is an explorer, concerned with seeking out experiences that deliver identity and meaning. 
This sense of self-discovery is made available by choice and the ability to consistently re-
create one’s identity through the symbolic value of consumer goods. Desire fuels this search 
and is the currency with which consumerism operates. The logic of consumerism impacts 
how one views oneself and how one relates to others. Therefore there are implications for the 
individual and how community is understood within the context of consumerism.  
 
                                                          
53 Bocock, Consumption, 69.  
54 James K. A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker Academic, 2009), 50-51.  
55  Bocock, Consumption, 93.  
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The Individual and Community within the Context of Consumerism 
As mentioned earlier in this chapter, consumerism was born from the intellectual and 
cultural womb of modernity. Central to the development of modernity was the notion of the 
individual. Philosophers such as Immanuel Kant established this kind of thinking:  
“Enlightenment is man’s release from his self-incurred tutelage. Tutelage is man’s inability to 
make use of his understanding without direction from another.”56 This kind of individualism 
that was established in enlightenment thinking is central to the functioning of a consumer 
society.  
 A consumer society is driven by an individualist epistemology, that is “one in which 
the self is the only authority in matters of truth.”57  Furthermore, the individual in a consumer 
society is not just concerned with truth but rather with self-fulfilment and the creation of self-
identity. In Soul Searching, Smith and Denton report the findings of The National Study of 
Youth and Religion, an American study, which included a nationwide telephone survey of 
teens and significant caregivers, as well as nearly 300 interviews that gave a significant 
picture of the faith of young Americans.58 Smith and Denton name the kind of individualism 
present in consumer society as therapeutic individualism: “Therapeutic individualism defines 
the individual self as the source and standard of authentic moral knowledge and authority, 
and individual self-fulfilment as the preoccupying purpose of life. Subjective, personal 
experience is the touchstone of all that is authentic, right, and true.”59 In this view, the 
consumer exists as an individual, with his or her own mission of self-fulfilment. Smith and 
                                                          
56 Kant quoted in Stanley Hauerwas and Samuel Wells, “Why Christian Ethics Was Invented” in The Blackwell 
Companion to Christian Ethics, Stanley Hauerwas and Samuel Wells eds. (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 
2004), 31. 
57 Campbell “I shop therefore I know that I am: the metaphysical basis of modern consumerism”, 34. Campbell 
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58 Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American 
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59 Ibid., 173. 
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Denton continue: “The therapeutic individualist instead seeks out religious and spiritual 
practices, feelings, and experiences that satisfy their own subjectively defined needs and 
wants.”60 Therapeutic individualism places the search for self-identity at the centre of life.61 
This kind of individualism has implications for community.  
In a consumer society that is individualistic, community often functions to help 
individuals meet their own goals of self-fulfilment. One might call this kind of community 
“the co-existence of (at best) mutually tangential projects.”62 In this instance community is 
not so much about a common goal or cause but rather a shared interest, the shared interest 
being expressed and understood by each individual in the community being free to determine 
their belonging to this community, depending on its ability to help meet their goals. The kind 
of community experienced in a society of consumers is named by Zygmunt Bauman as a 
swarm: 
In a liquid modern society of consumers, the swarm tends to replace the group – with 
its leaders, hierarchy of authority and pecking order. A swarm can do without all 
those trappings and stratagems without which a group would neither be formed nor be 
able to survive. Swarms need not be burdened by the tools of survival; they assemble, 
disperse and gather again, from one occasion to another, each time guided by 
different, invariably shifting relevancies, and attracted by changing and moving 
targets. 63 
 
These swarms come together for the act of consumption but beyond that they are bound only 
by occasion. Shared interest brings these swarms together to achieve their purpose. This kind 
of community is fragile and consistently on the move. Rather than long-term commitment to 
relationship in community, this kind of community is about the experience of community, or 
a subjective feeling of “community”64 Community therefore becomes more about shared 
                                                          
60 Ibid., 175.  
61 Barry A. Harvey, Another City: An Ecclesiological Primer for a Post-Christian World (Harrisburg, PA: 
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of personalized ‘diet plan’ for the soul, complete with ‘before’ and ‘after’ testimonies. This peculiar kind of 
religiosity, with its decidedly therapeutic orientation, is energetically distributed within the marketplace of 
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experience than it does about commitment, loyalty, shared vision and goals. Each individual 
comes to this community on their own terms of what kind of shared experience they desire. 
In terms of how Church might function one can see the implications. Campbell puts it this 
way: 
Another area where exactly the same change is apparent is religion. Here too the 
authority of the churches, in the form of clergy, is rejected in favour of the 
individual’s claim to select his or her own version of “eternal truth; a process that has 
led to the development of what is often referred to as the spiritual supermarket.”65 
 
It is clear that the Church has been impacted by the way that community functions in a 
consumer society. The last section of this chapter turns now to examine some initial issues 
raised in this discussion of the context of consumerism as applied to ecclesiology.  
 
Opening Issues for Church in the Context of Consumerism 
This research project is concerned with how consumerism informs one’s ecclesiology, 
and I will argue that the context of consumerism has shaped religion in the West. Here it is 
important to briefly define “Church” and what this project is referring to when speaking of 
ecclesiology. More time will be given to this in further chapters. This project will give a 
broad definition of Church, speaking not of one particular denomination, as in the interviews 
there are four denominations involved, representative of many Christchurch churches. The 
Church is a gathered community of Christians. Miroslav Volf, drawing upon the Gospel of 
Matthew puts it this way: “Where two or three are gathered in Christ’s name, not only is 
Christ present among them, but a Christian church is there as well, perhaps a bad church, a 
church that may well transgress against love and truth, but a church nonetheless.”66  
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More than this, this project will explore the notion that the Church participates in 
God’s life, that is, that the Church embodies the nature of the Trinitarian God.67 As the 
Church embodies God’s life, the Church becomes involved in God’s mission. Therefore the 
Church is gathered not for its own sake but rather for the sake of the world, participating in 
God’s mission. In Moltmann’s words: “It is not the church that has a mission of salvation to 
fulfil to the world; it is the mission of the Son and the Spirit through the Father that includes 
the church, creating a church as it goes on its way.”68 These are the broad definitions of 
Church that this project will use and explore in further chapters. The Church is the gathered 
community of Christians, called to participate in the life of the Triune God, and therefore, 
God’s mission of salvation to the world.  
The impact of consumerism isn’t just a matter of decline in Christian faith but rather a 
qualitative transformation of faith.  Consumerism has impacted the beliefs and practices of 
the Church in various ways. Not only this, but the space in society that Church inhabits has 
shifted further to the margins. Aldridge states that: “The ‘death of God’, if secularization 
theorists are correct, has been caused by consumer apathy, a force more lethal than the 
rational arguments of militant atheists.”69 In the public sphere the Christian Church is 
rendered irrelevant by many, as it doesn’t seek the same ends as a consumer society. David 
Bentley Hart eloquently points out that consumerism operates with an entirely different logic 
than the Church:  
Late modern society is principally concerned with purchasing things, in ever greater 
abundance and variety, and so has to strive to fabricate an ever greater number of 
desires to gratify, and to abolish as many limits and prohibitions upon desire as it can. 
Such a society is already implicitly atheist and so must slowly but relentlessly apply 
itself to the dissolution of transcendent values. It cannot allow ultimate goods to 
distract us from proximate goods. Our sacred writ is advertising, our piety is 
                                                          
67 Catherine Mowry LaCugna, “The Practical Trinity” in Christian Century 109 no 22 July (1992), 682. 
LaCugna says: “The church’s life is to mirror God’s life, to be an ‘icon’ of God’s life. The church therefore is to 
embody in its corporate life, in its structures and practices, the nature of God. The church, in other words, 
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68 Jürgen Moltmann, The Church in the Power of the Spirit (London: SCM Press, 1977), 64.  
69 Alan Aldridge, Religion in the Contemporary World, Second edition (Cambridge, Polity Press: 2007).  
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shopping, our highest devotion is private choice. God and the soul too often hinder the 
purely acquisitive longings upon which the market depends, and confront us with 
values that stand in stark rivalry to the only truly substantial value at the center of the 
social universe: the price tag.70 
 
In Hart’s view, consumerism has a religiosity of its own; it forms believers of a different 
kind. The impact of consumerism on Church is seen in the practices it has developed to do 
mission in the contemporary world:  
In a competitive market, religious denominations are forced to sell their services and 
hence have adopted many of the practices of the secular marketplace, with the use of 
focus groups, commercial advertising, branding, and promotional campaigns to win 
new customers and maintain customer loyalty.71 
 
 As churches find that they are on the margins of a consumer society, they develop missional 
practices which are shaped and formed by the context in which they do mission. 
 
The Commoditisation of Religion 
The power of a consumer society is its ability to turn nearly anything into a 
commodity. Slater puts it this way:  
If there is no principle restricting who can consume what, there is also no principled 
constraint on what can be consumed: all social relations, activities and objects can in 
principle be exchanged as commodities. This is one of the most profound 
secularizations enacted by the modern world. Everything can become a commodity at 
least during some part of its life.72 
 
This applies to even those things which are abstract, such as love, for example. The novel 
Talking It Over by Julian Barnes is a story of three Londoners who end up in a complex love 
triangle. Gillian and Stuart are the married couple and Oliver is an old friend of Stuart’s. 
Gillian and Oliver get involved romantically and by the final chapters of the book Stuart is 
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left broken and dejected. He turns to escorts to provide him with sex, and not only sex, but 
also love. In Stuart’s words:  
People have such sentimental ideas about hookers. People think they just stimulate the 
act of love, then retire behind a screen of modesty, saving their hearts and their lips 
for their beloved. Well, some of that may be true. But whores don’t kiss? Of course 
they do. You just have to pay them enough….Money can’t buy you love? Oh yes it 
can. And as I say, love is just a system for getting someone to call you Darling after 
sex.73 
 
Stuart articulates the logic of a consumer society in which everything can be traded as a 
commodity, even something as intangible as love. Again, Stuart reflects on love and its 
meaning:  
I’m a materialist. What else is there to be, if you’re not a Buddhist monk? The two 
great creeds that have ruled the world this century – capitalism and communism – are 
both materialist; one’s just better at it than the other, as recent events have proved. 
Man likes consumer goods, always has, always will. We may as well get used to it. 
And the love of money isn’t the root of all evil; it’s just the starting-point of most 
people’s happiness, most people’s consolation. It’s much more reliable than love. 74  
 
Where has the logic for this kind of commoditisation of love come from? Again, Stuart’s 
character is perceptive. He names the context of the contemporary world as driven by 
ideologies such as capitalism and communism. In a consumer society everything can be a 
commodity, including religion. What we end up with is a religious consumer society which 
Usunier and Stolz define as “a society in which religious organizations see themselves as 
offering ‘products’ and ‘services’ on a ‘market,’ while individuals see themselves as 
‘consumers’ choosing these ‘products’ and ‘services’”.75 This marketing logic permeates 
religion in the 21st century, particularly in the West. There are many examples as described 
by Usunier and Stolz:  
We have seen the emergence of televangelists (e.g. Oral Roberts, Jim Bakker), 
celebrity pastors (e.g. Rick Warren), stars of compassion (e.g. Mother Teresa), church 
commercials, religious ‘product lines’, mega-churches, branded religious sites (e.g. 
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Lourdes), religious best-sellers (e.g. the Left Behind series), and blockbusters (e.g. 
The Passion of the Christ). Marketing and branding have not spared non-Christian 
religions. Think of the success of the Kabbalah centers, veiled Barbie dolls, Mecca 
cola, the Buddha as a decorative item, or the marketing of the Dalai Lama.76 
 
An example in Christchurch, New Zealand is “Arise” church. Missional practice shaped by 
consumerism is evident in the promotion run by the Arise youth group, “Elevate” on the 25th 
of March 2015. Their promo on Facebook read as follows:  
+ WIN a Polaroid 
+ WIN Nike Jordan's 
+ WIN $50 SoYo  
+ new Easter series “Actually Love” 
+ DANCE CREW77 
 
Here, the strategy of Arise is to create invitation and build their community by working with 
a consumerist ethic – come to church and be in to win consumer goods. The goods are chosen 
carefully to reflect the aesthetic and desire of teenagers. Trendy brands such as Nike and 
Polaroid appeal to the target demographic. Photographs of the goods were also posted on the 
Facebook site. Here is a good example of a church working within a consumer society and 
using it to attract people to their events. The marketing strategy employed works because 
people have been formed by consumerism; they have learnt to think in certain categories and 
have formed habits because of it. Usunier and Stolz point out: “In consumer society, 
individuals learn that products and services should be attuned to their every need. It is 
therefore no wonder that they also expect such behaviour from religious organizations and 
their products and services.”78 These expectations mean that people coming to church expect 
high quality events, entertainment, and plenty of freedom of choice of programs to be 
involved with.79 This expectation puts pressure on churches to adopt marketing techniques 
that appeal, but also to develop brands. One definition of a brand is “the idea or image of a 
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specific product or service that consumers connect with by identifying the name, logo, 
slogan, or design of the company that owns the idea or image.”80 A brand is used to market a 
certain product, a brand is symbolic and conveys meaning beyond just the logo, and brands 
signify ideas. In a consumer society branding and marketing are important to the success of 
one’s product and the Church over the past 50 or so years has learnt to adopt this strategy to 
do mission in this context.  
 
Threat and Opportunity  
This chapter has briefly outlined what consumerism is, how it functions and some of 
the effects of a consumer society on communities, particularly the Church. It is important to 
note that in the context of consumerism there is both threat and opportunity for the Church. If 
one is to examine the impact of consumerism on ecclesiology, it is essential to look at both 
the opportunity it provides for the Church to do mission and the threats that consumerism 
poses to the mission of the Church. Examining the effect of commoditisation on the Church, 
Usunier states that there is a double effect: 
On the one hand, there is a positive effect of marketing techniques which result in 
increased interest, more comparison between alternative faiths and churches, and 
therefore more commitment in Church attendance and religious activities. On the 
other hand, the religious message is partly blurred by the use of manipulative, short 
term, commercial messages based on advertising and branding.81 
 
Marketing techniques allow the Church to reach out to many people. In an open and 
competitive market there are opportunities to engage in mission by appealing to desire and 
offering meaning and identity through the consumption of Christian experiences. Martyn 
Percy makes the point that there is a level playing field in a consumer society: “As the 
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consumerist individual asserts their autonomy and right to choose, clear divisions between 
religion and spirituality, sacred and secular, and church and society are more difficult to 
define.” There is opportunity for mission in this space.82 But as Usunier points out, the dark 
side of this is that the message can be lost in translation. This is an age old question for the 
Church: how is the Gospel contextualised faithfully? The concern is that when religion 
becomes commoditised along with everything else it just becomes another consumer product 
that exists primarily to meet subjective tastes and needs.83 If the Church is called to be the 
gathered community, this individualistic approach will potentially erode unity and true 
community. There is also a passivity in the commoditisation of religion in that the consumer 
simply consumes religious products that are provided. However, a robust ecclesiology would 
argue that the Church is more participative than that; the Church shares in, or participates in, 
the life of God. In the ecclesiological imagery of the body that St Paul uses, each part has a 
role to play.84 The context of consumerism is the context of mission that churches in the West 
(and increasingly elsewhere) must engage with. The next chapter will examine the issues that 
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Chapter Three  
Consumerism amongst Young Adult Churchgoers in 
Christchurch  
 
Having explored some possible definitions of consumerism and the impact it has had on 
Western Society, this chapter will focus on the interviews of sixteen young adult churchgoers 
from Christchurch, New Zealand. It will unpack seven key themes from the interviews and 
reflect theologically on these themes. This is a process of theorizing, as Andrew Root states: 
“Practical theology seeks not only to describe what is happening but to ask the question of 
why such things are happening.”85 That is exactly what this chapter seeks to do, to uncover 
themes and to ask why these themes exist. The chart below references the interviewees who 
have been quoted throughout this chapter.  
PARTICIPANT 
(pseudonym)  
AGE GENDER CHURCH  
 Laura 23 Female  Grace Vineyard  
 Amber 23 Female  Grace Vineyard 
 Daniel  23 Male Grace Vineyard 
 Peter  24 Male  Grace Vineyard 
 Chris  19 Male  Hope Presbyterian 
 Jessica 19 Female Hope Presbyterian 
 Joe  19  Male  Hope Presbyterian  
 Haley  23 Female Hope Presbyterian 
 Jacob 19 Male  SouthWest Baptist 
 Samantha 21 Female  Southwest Baptist 
 Katie 21  Female  SouthWest Baptist 
 Matthew  25 Male Southwest Baptist 
 Seth  21 Male St Timothy’s 
Anglican 
 Anna  22 Female St Timothy’s 
Anglican 
 Brooke  24 Female St Timothy’s 
Anglican  
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Participant church involvement 
Many of the young adults who were interviewed were highly involved in their community.  
 
PARTICIPANT  AVERAGE HOURS OF 
INVOLVEMENT PER WEEK 
PARTICIPATION IN CHURCH 
W=weekly F=fortnightly 
M=monthly O= occasional 
 Jessica 6-7 W AM service, F PM service, W 
cell group, W youth group.  
 Samantha 4  W home group, O community 
dinners, W youth group, W PM 
service, O Saturday events.  
 Laura 6  W youth group, W services, 
often both AM and PM.  
 Katie 6   W youth group, w prayer 
meeting, F Bible Study, W PM 
service, W home group.  
 Chris  10  W Greek class, W youth group, 
F home group, W intermediate 
group, W Sunday children’s 
ministry, W Sunday PM service 
 Amber 3  W PM service, F AM service, F 
home group.  
 Daniel  3 W welcoming PM service, W life 
group, W leadership meeting, O 
Making videos for church.  
 Peter  5   F play in band, practices etc.  
 Seth  4 W PM service, W Bible Study, W 
youth group.  
 Jacob Integrated, so not sure.   W PM service, W home group, 
O work days, M hub night, W 
youth group.  
 Louis  8 W youth group, M service 
leading, M Vestry, M music 
leading. 
Brooke  8  W Bible study, W youth group, 
W 3 out of 4 PM service.  
 Joe  9 W Music team, W AM service, 
W youth group, W Bible Study, 
M, attendance at LaVida 
 Matthew  10 W PM service, M youth service, 
F life group, W bible study, W 
youth small group, W youth 
group 
 Haley  3 F PM service, W youth group, O 
social stuff.  
 Anna  3 M – PM service, W Bible study 3 




The interviewees attended events related to their church or churches an average of 5.5 
hours on average. The chart above shows that a high level of commitment to their various 
church communities was observed. What is important to note, however, is the type of 
commitment that was observed. As can be seen in the table above much of the involvement is 
church program based. Programs such as home groups, Bible studies, youth groups, and 
church services feature frequently.  
 
What does the Church exist for?   
When asked about what the Church exists for, participants noted that the Church 
exists to worship and glorify God and to live in community. But alongside this were many 
affirmations that the Church is to reach out to the world, and some kind of articulation of a 
mission. Here are some of the answers given:  
“To manifest God’s love, life and truth in the world.” (Peter)  
“To care for those on the margins” (Matthew)  
“The great commission” (Chris)  
“We exist because we decided to follow Jesus. We are meant to be in our community 
and be change makers” (Katie)  
“It’s there for looking outwardly and helping those that may not know the good news 
of Jesus and bringing them in.” (Jessica) “ 
“To be Christ’s body in the world, a community of God’s people bringing change.” 
(Louis)  
 
The interplay between two of the interview questions that were asked reveals an interesting 
tension. The two questions were “What does Church exist for?” and “Why should Christians 
go to Church?” In other words, what is the mission of the Church and why does the Church 
gather? It doesn’t seem that the tension necessarily exists because the young adults 
interviewed had incoherent views. It seems rather that there is a distinction between what 
Church gathers to do on a Sunday and what the Church is called to do during the rest of the 
week. When asked what does the Church exist for, Chris answers: “The great commission, 
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make disciples. Spread Jesus to the world” and “being there for people in the community.” 
When I then asked Chris, “Why should Christians go to Church?” Chris answered: “You’re 
communing with other believers to fellowship together to learn more.” It is worth reflecting 
here on whether this learning leads to mission. In many cases it is likely that it does, but it is 
important to note that there are cases where it doesn’t and this poses a problem for the 
Church. How can what the worship gathering does on a Sunday and what the worship 
community are called to do Monday to Saturday be intimately linked? When I asked Jessica, 
“What does the Church exist for?” her answer was: “The Church isn’t a building, but a group 
of people that meet, um, and kind of like share fellowship and worship God and stuff.” She 
continued: “It’s there for looking outwardly and helping those that may not know the good 
news or Jesus and bringing them in.” Then I asked, “Why should Christians go to Church and 
what does God call all Christians to do and be?” Jessica answered: “To be encouraged and 
built up by other people, to be spiritually fed and to increase their knowledge and 
understanding of the Bible and things around that….In a broad sense to love others.” In 
Jessica’s interview, it was clear that she expressed that the Church is called to love others, but 
in terms of “looking outward and helping those that may not know the good news or Jesus 
and bringing them in.” It was unclear how this worked except somehow through the 
attractiveness of the community. One criticism that has been levelled at the Church post-
Christendom is that it still operates with attractional logic. Ray S. Andersen gives a helpful 
image of this by distinguishing between centripetal ministry which “draws energy toward the 
center” and mission which tends to be centrifugal by “impelling energy outward.”86 The 
interview conversations revealed a tension between what the interviewees believed was the 
mission of the Church and the current reality that they were involved in. It was encouraging 
                                                          




to see the interviewees articulate clearly what they thought the mission of the Church was. 
The challenge that was uncovered was how this mission is understood within the current 
ways that these young adults participate in Church.  
 
Relationship as initial attraction to Church  
 Relationship is a key reason that many of the interviewees initially attended and 
remained at their current church. This isn’t such a surprise since humans are relational 
creatures.87 The numbers below show the various factors in terms of initial attraction to 
church:  
Came with family: 6 
Came because of invitation of friend: 8 
Other reasons: 2 
 
Fourteen out of sixteen of the interviewee’s initially came to the church they are now at 
through relationship, either going with family or because of an invitation from a friend. These 
interviewees show that relationship is a key factor in what church these young adults are part 
of. There is a deep thirst for relationship amongst young adults and this was expressed in the 
interviews. When asked why he participates in church, Peter said that he “craves more 
connection with people.” Seth described his church as a “support network” and as a “wider 
family.” For Jessica one of her main motivations to participate in church was described as “a 
connection with others.” The 21st Century is an isolating place for many young adults who 
are longing for intimacy. Andrew Walker puts it this way: 
Late modernity, like the Sony Walkman, is designed to bombard us with noise so that 
we are never alone. Television, film, advertising fill up our senses with images of 
excitement so that we can never be satiated….Disconnected and empty seems to be 
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the postmodern legacy – out of touch with each other and out of touch with 
ourselves.88 
 
This relational longing is a key factor for many of the young adults that I interviewed. What 
is surprising to note, however, is that when asked why one might leave church, many good 
reasons were given across the board. Most of these reasons had nothing to do with 
relationship. Common reasons given were: 
“Church not nurturing faith” 
“Not very good teaching” 
“Theology not sitting right” 
“Not comfortable with the mission of the church” 
“Nowhere to serve” 
“God calling somewhere else.”  
Amongst these reasons some relational reasons were factored in such as getting married and 
deciding which church to go to. This relational element of church community will be 
discussed at further length in Chapter Four.  
 
Church two timing  
There were a few interviewees who were attending more than one church and felt a 
tension between these two communities. Carlton Johnstone, a New Zealand scholar who has 
done significant work on the faith journeys of young adults, calls this “church two timing” 
and defines it as:  
The practice of attending two churches simultaneously. People involved in church 
two-timing attend two churches regularly, often involving different denominations but 
not always involving different expressions of faith. Church two timing consists of a 
primary church and a secondary church. A person’s commitment, involvement, and 
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sense of belonging are associated with the primary church. In contrast, there is no or 
very little sense of obligation or desire to become involved in the secondary church.89  
 
Here are some examples of church “two timing” from the interviews I conducted:  
 
Laura – Currently attends Grace Vineyard church, attends Harmony church at least 
four times a year and hopes to go to the Harmony church conference. Laura feels 
attracted to go to Harmony church sometimes. Laura when giving her opinions on 
church shopping said, “I know a couple of people who will go to a different night 
service at another church but are like a member of Grace. Um, I don’t really see a 
problem with that.” The primary church for Laura is Grace and the secondary is 
Harmony.  
Joe – Currently attends Hope Presbyterian but also attends “Life church: LaVida” 
once a month. In Joe’s own words he has “been exploring recently”. He finds a 
tension between his relational connections at Hope and the service that he really 
enjoys at LaVida. Joe commented that sometimes people need to church shop to be 
spiritually fed. The primary church for Joe is Hope and the secondary church is 
LaVida.  
Amber – Currently attends Grace Vineyard church, attends Harmony church bi-
monthly. She has a relational connection at Harmony through a sibling. Amber 
comments on why: “Like the vibe there, go for a different vibe.” The primary church 
for Amber is Grace and the secondary is Harmony church.  
 
It isn’t at all surprising that church “two timing” exists in a consumer society. There is a 
spiritual marketplace full of churches that cater to different ages, stages, values, and 
demographics.90 One wonders what kind of impact this kind of church shopping and 
straddling two communities has on both individuals and the communities they are part of. 
Johnstone speaks of the opportunities of church “two timing” saying:   
Church two-timing offers potential encouragement to smaller churches with very few 
young adults that do not wish to lose these valued members of the congregation. The 
practice of church two-timing offers an alternative to young adults considering church 
switching from a small church that may offer few peers to a church that has a larger 
young adult demographic (and is perhaps more attractive stylistically – at least in 
terms of church music). This alternative calls for churches to allow creative space for 
young adults to get involved in church life and services with a genuine sense of 
ownership, but also allowing young adults to seek out a secondary church that will 
provide them with demographic support. Especially for smaller churches, allowing 
this kind of church two-timing may reduce their chances of losing young adults from 
their congregations.91 
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The notion of church “two timing” points one to the question – what is the goal of the 
Church? If people are viewed as commodities then the goal of each individual church is to get 
more people to attend. However, if the goal of Church is to participate in God’s mission, the 
vision is wider than the local church and church “two-timing” might even be productive in 
empowering people to serve communities that they might otherwise leave. On the other hand 
it may also encourage self-centred, consumeristic interactions with church communities. 
 
Focus on preaching and music/worship  
 Many of the interviewees, when asked about church, focussed on preaching and 
music/worship. They repeatedly mentioned these aspects of congregational life and spoke at 
length on the importance of preaching and worship. Katie, when describing what she likes 
about her church said: “I like quite solid teaching ….I like it when it has got theory behind it 
and they can explain it and pull apart a text. But I also like it how it then becomes practical, 
how does this apply to life.” Matthew described the preaching as his initial attraction to 
SouthWest Baptist, noting that the style and content of the preaching helped him connect. 
Daniel when describing why he left one church for another said that he “moved for better 
teaching.” Noting the importance of connection with church, Jessica spoke of “connecting 
with the theology and the messages and sermons and stuff like that.” This shows how central 
teaching and preaching is for many people as they consider church. The other key factor 
mentioned was music/worship. Amber when describing her church spoke about how she likes 
the worship because it “focuses on God and is musically sound.” Joe said that “the reason I 
go to church is to get um, I like getting spiritually fed, like well, by the teaching and the 
worship there.” Chris, when speaking about criteria for finding a good church, said the key 




What does this focus on preaching and worship reveal about how young adults 
perceive church? The focus on preaching/teaching and musical worship reveals an unnamed 
bias toward perceiving church as mainly about the Sunday Service. When one speaks of 
church in terms of preaching and music/worship it is clear that what is being described is 
something that happens in the gathered community on a Sunday. Vincent Miller suggests that 
appearance and image are dominant values in Western society. Miller says, “In the 1960s 
Guy Debord coined the term ‘the society of the spectacle’ to describe the dominance of 
image and appearance in the west…Appearance rather than exchange or usefulness now 
determines value.”92 Taking this into consideration one can see the impact that these values 
have had on the church. Sunday services are the visible expression of the life of any church 
community. Here is where appearance and image are at the fore.  
Amongst many churchgoers there is a focus on the cognitive element of Christian 
faith. If only I believe the right things and get good teaching I will be able to live as a 
Christian well. Often there is a kind of abstraction that occurs, where faith becomes a 
dialogue about what is believed more than the lived expression of that belief. Hauerwas 
offering a helpful critique of this kind of Christianity says:  
What Christians believe about the universe, the nature of human existence, or even 
God does not, cannot, and should not save. Our beliefs, or better our convictions, only 
make sense as they are embodied in a political community we call church.93 
 
This critique expresses the lived nature of Christianity. However, in a consumer society 
anything can become a commodity and be abstracted from its context. Miller comments:  
The effects of the commodification of culture on political and religious practices are 
profound. The contents of religious meanings and beliefs remain unchanged but are 
enacted in a context that radically alters their function. Commodity logic abstracts 
things from their context, reducing them to objects of exchange and consumption.94 
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Preaching in the context of Church community exists to equip the Church to live out the 
calling God has given it. The context of teaching and preaching is the community of the 
Church that practices faith. However, perhaps the obsession with preaching points to an 
emphasis on belief, and not only this but a belief that can easily remain abstracted. The 
question that an obsession with teaching and preaching raises is this: Is it lived? Is it concrete 
reality or just an ideal?95 
Why has worship music become such a key element in looking for a good church? 
Once again this is something that primarily happens in a Sunday service. There is an 
experiential element to worship music that appeals in contemporary Christianity. Alan 
Aldridge put it this way:   
Weber’s pupil and colleague, the theologian Ernst Troeltsch, foresaw that the rise of 
mysticism would be a potent force in the modern world. The key to mysticism is its 
“radical religious individualism” an individualism that is not self-seeking but 
spiritual, aesthetic and idealistic. Rejecting the religious formalism and dogmatic 
rigidity of churches and sects, it shifts the emphasis away from doctrine and worship 
toward personal experience.96 
 
The kind of personal experience that can be found in worship music appeals to religious 
individualism. Of course, worship often involves an experience of God, but what Aldridge 
highlights is the individual personal experience. It is the idea, that it is “just me and Jesus” 
and worship music can become about preferences and tastes that allow one to engage in this 
personal experience. This religious individualism was a theme running throughout all of the 




                                                          
95 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together (London: SCM Press, 1954), 20. Bonhoeffer explores this question at 
length in this book. He says: “Christian brotherhood is not an ideal which we must realize; it is rather a reality 
created by God in Christ in which we participate.” 




What kind of participation in church: program driven ministry  
It is evident that the interviewees believe that the Church is to reach out to the world. 
They articulated in many cases that this is what the Church exists for, however in practice 
things look different. The concrete practices of the interviewees illustrate high involvement in 
programs, many of which cater for Christians. Programs such as Bible studies, church 
services, life groups, and youth groups can all fall into this category. Some of the programs 
seek to do some kind of outreach to non-Christians. These programs seek to promote the 
gospel in the context of the religious marketplace. Many youth groups fall into this category, 
as well as Alpha courses, Mainly Music and programs such as this which seek to promote 
Christianity in a secular context. These programs market themselves in a religious 
marketplace. The concern with this is that in marketing the faith via programs, the actual 
content is at stake. Nigel Scotland highlights one of the dangers of this being what he calls 
the soft sell technique:  
Certain key aspects of the creedal faith, it has to be said, do not market readily; 
notably the themes of judgement, punishment, suffering for one’s faith, the cost of 
commitment and the demands of taking a public stand on Christian values in a culture 
that does not acknowledge them.97 
 
 This is true in many cases, however more often than not it isn’t only the content but also the 
form that provides meaning. One might argue that programs provide packaged experiences to 
consume. Programs can function as a commoditised form of Christian community. In Vincent 
Millers’ words:  
The fascination with image and appearance is indicative of the abstraction inherent in 
commodification. In order to work, the commodity must be acceptable for exchange 
by as many people as possible. Commodification tears things from their context, 
making them into floating carriers of value like souvenirs bought home from distant 
lands. This is another aspect of the commodity’s eclipsing the social conditions of its 
production. Brought into the market shorn of the communal references that would 
grant them significance, commodities must be clothed in meanings to render them 
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desirable. The effects of the commodification of culture on political and religious 
practices are profound. The contents of religious meanings and beliefs remain 
unchanged but are enacted in a context that radically alters their function. Commodity 
logic abstracts things from their context, reducing them to objects of exchange and 
consumption.98 
 
Miller’s observation here that the context radically alters the function of religious meanings 
and beliefs is pertinent. The context of program alters the function of religious meanings and 
beliefs because the context of program provides a religious product of sorts for people to 
consume. The very form of program driven church says something about what it means to be 
Christian and be in Christian community. This form of church, according to Andrew Root, 
makes sense in the modern context which he describes as the “Electric and managed oil 
transition.” Drawing upon Jeremy Rifkin’s analysis of energy regimes, Root says: 
The coal and steam industrial revolution would slowly start us down a track of 
individualism in its burgeoning urban centers and assembly line factories…In this 
energy regime what had been slowly evolving throughout the previous energy 
regimes became actualized; we became (or so it seemed) independent, and 
relationships with other human beings became not a necessity but an individual 
choice. This is what Anthony Giddens calls the pure (self-chosen) relationship…. It is 
not wonder, then, that the new way we understood ourselves in this period pushed 
forth by the oil-electric regime and the communication system of the radio/television 
was a ‘pseudo-therapeutic (self-help) consciousness…. Ministry in this period turned 
to programs of intervention…In other words, at one level what ministry had to 
provide was programs that would get individuals to decide to come to this church. 
And by programs I mean extra-worship experiences, like men’s group, youth group, 
children’s group, marriage support group, over sixty group, knitting club, slow-pitch 
softball teams, and the list could go on and on.99  
 
Root places program driven church in an historical context. The program driven church 
responded to the context of what Rifkin calls the oil-electric regime. What is most significant 
about Root’s analysis however is the suggestion that he makes by applying Rifkin’s theory to 
ministry. Rifkin argues that Western society is in a space of transition into a third industrial 
revolution. Root reflects on this:   
 The new communication system seems to highlight that we are on the cusp of either 
sharing/cooperation or narcissistic self-involvement. Rifkin states “The shift into a 
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Third Industrial revolution and a new distributed capitalism is leading to both a 
greater sense of relatedness…as well as a more fractured sense of self, and increased 
narcissism”….We could then say that we are at the point of the ‘crisis of the 
personal’, not because it is an impossibility but because we stand at the point of an 
either-or, either we will turn our theology and practice of ministry toward personhood 
or we’ll be mesmerized by market mentalities and consumer calculations and 
therefore worship the false Baal of individualism.100 
 
This concept that the Church is in a space of crisis as it wrestles with the current context in 
the West is what I am arguing in this project. Root’s suggestion that this will involve a turn 
toward either personhood or individualism is a key concept in this project. Will the 
contemporary Western Church continue to offer programs in a spiritual marketplace for 
individuals to consume or create communities in which people participate?  
 
The individual is the arbiter of truth: I decide what the church ought to be 
for me   
 
The most prevalent theme in all of the interviews was the notion of the individual as 
the arbiter of truth. Here are some examples of this:  
Anna spoke about discerning when to leave a church saying, “Discern what are the 
reasons? This church isn’t fulfilling my needs and should I go to a different church or 
should I stay and be part of the solution? Figure out what you can give.”  
When talking about church shopping Seth said: “I think it’s a good thing because it helps 
you engage with your faith and it helps you grow your own faith because it show you 
actually I like this, and I didn’t like this church because of these things.” 
Seth also said that when thinking about what church to go to, “there is no universal 
formula, it is personal.”  
Katie says: “The ideal church should let you be an expression of, just be yourself and not 
try and conform you to some mould.”  
Jessica spoke about the issue of finding a church that fits saying: “I enjoy where I am 
because I am quite similar to a lot of people there, they are cool, they are like me.”  
In some cases, personal tastes in terms of leadership was an issue. Haley spoke of how 
she “liked the old pastor.” The new pastor was harder for her to connect with.  
                                                          




Haley also spoke of finding the right church saying, “You’ve got to find a place where 
you can, you know, where you’ll be certain you’re gonna grow there and believes the 
same things that we do.”  
Daniel spoke of individual spiritual reasons for moving church, saying that he “felt led to 
Grace Vineyard church by God.”  
 
These examples highlight the way in which the individual is the arbiter of truth. It may be 
expressed as spiritual discernment, preferences and tastes or a personal faith journey. No 
matter how it is articulated, the common theme is that the individual is the one who makes 
the choices. Here is where the impact of consumerism on the ecclesiology of young adults 
was most clearly articulated and hence much time here will be devoted to unpacking this and 
reflecting theologically.  
The idea of the individual determining what is true and good and relevant in terms of 
church is expressed well in what Katie said:  “The ideal church should let you be an 
expression of, just be yourself and not try and conform you to some mould.” Here it is 
evident that social groups such as the church are understood by Katie to apply some pressure 
in terms of self-identity and this pressure is viewed negatively by Katie. The ideal church as 
defined by Katie gives freedom through choice of expression. Bartholomew and Moritz state: 
“In consumerism freedom is equated with individual choice and private life. Freedom of 
choice is in principle unconstrained and for the sake of private pleasure.”101 To be free is to 
decide for yourself, free of social constraints. This idea of being yourself is a modern 
phenomenon that is taken for granted in the West in the 21st Century. Andrew Root 
comments: 
For most of human history there was little to no conversation about identity. You 
were given a closed answer to the question “Who am I?” Your community, tribe, or 
village answered this question for you, and you as an individual had little or no power 
to change the answer….But once modernity opens up the future, things change; then 
it becomes up to you to figure out who you are. Modernity undercuts tradition as a 
closed, all encompassing system; now the future and what you can do in the future is 
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what matters, not assimilation to a past tradition. Time and space are changed by 
modernity; both become open and able to be controlled by an individual.102  
 
Root’s theory comes alive in Katie’s experience. What matters to Katie in her description of 
an “ideal church” is the individual’s right to assert their self-identity. Katie’s beliefs about 
church don’t stand in isolation; they are culturally formed by contemporary society. In 
modern life there is a split between the public and the private, referred to as structural 
pluralism.103 Andrew Walker asserts that it is essential to understand structural pluralism 
when thinking about religion in the modern world: 
To understand the role of structural pluralism in modernity is to grasp the most 
significant feature of religious decline in the modern world. Religiosity has not 
disappeared, it has been relocated to the private sphere of cultural existence. In this 
context the way that we tell the gospel story has changed, it is relegated to the private 
sphere for the individual to consume rather than the public sphere to be proclaimed 
and understood in terms of political and cultural redemption.104  
 
Therefore it is no surprise that for Katie the ideal church caters to the individual.  
 With the individual as the arbiter of truth, the individual seeks not to evaluate Church 
as an intellectual exercise but rather with the question: “What meets my needs?” This stands 
in contrast with a traditional Christian view. William Cavanaugh notes:  
In the Christian tradition, detachment from material goods means using them as a 
means to a greater end, and the greater end is greater attachment to God and to our 
fellow human beings. In consumerism detachment means standing back from all 
people, times, and places, and appropriating our choices for private use. Consumerism 
supports an essentially individualistic view of the human person, in which each 
consumer is a sovereign chooser.105 
 
 In her interview, Anna said:  “It’s always a surprise for me if I feel like I’ve got something 
out of a church service, like I never feel like, I don’t think I’ve ever listened to an amazing 
sermon for example.” Anna’s language is “if I feel like I’ve got something out of.” Nigel 
Scotland puts it this way: “The starting point of many has become my needs, my self-interest 
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and my satisfaction. Much contemporary evangelism tells people Jesus will make them happy 
and fulfilled. People therefore look for a church that meets their needs and they go to worship 
for what they can get out of it.”106 This notion of self-fulfilment stems from a consumerist 
ethic. In a consumer society the individual asks “what do I need?” and the following question 
is “where do I get it?” There is a kind of detachment that comes from a consumerist ethic that 
undercuts the concept of loyalty for its own sake, as in loyalty as a virtue. Cavanaugh 
describes this detachment noting, “People do not hoard money; they spend it. People do not 
cling to things; they discard them and buy other things.”107 There is a kind of transience and 
instrumentality to Church that exists because of this consumerist ethic. This instrumentality is 
reflected in the idea that in a consumer society Church functions to meet one’s own needs. 
Bell describes this process as “interest maximization.”108 He describes the individual in 
consumer society as “one who always acts to maximize self-interest, whether that is profit on 
what I produce, utility in what I purchase and use, or the satisfaction and advancements of my 
interests through interactions with others.”109 If certain church activities, events, or the 
service provide self-satisfaction or are instrumental in meeting the needs of an individual then 
these will be engaged with. One of the interviewees, Brooke, reflects this in her views on 
preaching:  “I also like specific people preaching, so if I look at who’s preaching, um I don’t 
know, uh some of the people I have heard preaching, like especially if it’s a new person I like 
to go listen. But if it’s someone I have found a bit boring before I will just kind of avoid that 
service.” Here the service isn’t about gathering with other Christians to worship because that 
is important to do in itself but rather there is an instrumental approach. Skye Jethani 
comments that this kind of view extends beyond Church even to be applied to God Himself:  
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The reduction of even sacred things into commodities also explains why we exhibit so 
little reverence for God – in a consumer worldview, he has no intrinsic value apart 
from his usefulness to us. God is merely a means to an end – a happier life, a ticket to 
heaven, a strategy for managing sin or addiction. He is a tool we employ, a force we 
control, and a resource we plunder.110  
 
Jethani’s observations highlight the extreme end of instrumental thinking, however some 
degree of instrumental thinking is more common in the Church than one might think, 
especially amongst youth and young adults. Smith and Denton in a large study of the spiritual 
lives of teenagers in America discovered instrumental thinking about God and coined the 
phrase “Moralistic Therapeutic Deism” to describe it.111 The central character in this kind of 
religious belief is the believer. The therapeutic element of this equation is the notion of a God 
who “meets my needs.” Vincent Miller states the impact of this kind of therapeutic view of 
Christianity:  
Christopher Lasch popularized the notion of the “therapeutic sensibility” in which 
morality is replaced with a shallow narcissistic ideal of psychic equilibrium. Shorn of 
its disruptive challenge, religion becomes a mere coping mechanism employed to 
smooth the contradictions of middle-class status quo. T.J. Jackson Lears has argued 
that this therapeutic culture is best understood as a manifestation of consumerism. In 
its desire for self-fulfilment and freedom of choice to meet its own needs, the 
therapeutic self is precisely the consumer self. Its engagement with the world is one of 
choosing the goods most consonant with its own particular lifestyle.112   
 
A therapeutic Christianity makes God a kind of commodity with which the individual seeks 
to meet felt needs.  
As well as focusing on one’s needs, the notion of the individual applies to what is 
described as a personal faith journey. When asked what he thought of church shopping, Seth 
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commented, “I think it’s a good thing because it helps you engage with your faith and it helps 
you grow your own faith because it shows you, actually I like this and I didn’t like this 
church because of these things. And you might try another church that is more in tune with 
what you believe.” Here it is clear that the deciding factor is the individual, figuring out what 
is “in tune” with what they believe. There is a personalized approach here. Seth, when talking 
about what were good reasons to move from one church community to another said, “If your 
personal faith journey leads you to go somewhere else.”113 The personal faith journey is one 
that was emphasized in more than one of the interviews that I conducted. When asked the 
question, “What do you think the problems are when people don’t go to church?” the 
majority of answers could be summed up by saying: it isn’t good for your personal faith 
journey.  
 With the concept of a personal faith comes the idea of the construction of self-
identity. As was mentioned in Chapter Two, the consumer is an explorer, concerned with 
seeking out experiences that deliver identity and meaning. This sense of self-discovery is 
made available by the perception of choice and the ability to consistently re-create one’s 
identity through the symbolic value of consumer goods. If Church can be commoditized, 
which is, as this project argues, entirely plausible then people will relate to faith communities 
in the way they do to consumer goods. The plethora of church communities provide choices 
to create one’s personal faith identity. No matter how individualistic one is, communities 
shape self-identity. Elliot puts it this way:  
We all belong to many communities of practice, some past, some current, some as full 
members, some in more peripheral ways. Some communities may be central to our 
identity and some more peripheral. Whatever their nature, all forms of participation 
through practice contribute to the production of our identities. I am a father, a 
husband, a son, a manager, a colleague, an Englishman.114  
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For the Christian, self-identity is shaped profoundly by the church community. For some it is 
articulated positively and for some negatively. Anna spoke of identity positively when she 
talked about why she would consider moving church. She said, “I am just newly married and 
part of me does really want to go to a different church. I feel like that was the church I went 
to when I was in my late teens.” Anna went through high school in her current church and 
feels like her identity as a teenage Christian was shaped by her being part of the community. 
However, as she has grown up and got married she is now reconsidering her self-identity, and 
part of the conversation with Anna focussed on how she is wrestling with the idea of moving 
on as a married couple to another church. Positively, there is a strong identification for Anna 
with her teenage self and the church she attends and this has provided a sense of identity.  
 Jacob on the other hand is a young Christian who has identified himself in many ways 
in contrast with the church saying:  
Personally I don’t even really identify as any type of Christian and when people ask 
me what your religion is I don’t like saying Christian just because it has all these 
connotations. Everyone like links it to every other thing that happens. I would rather 
explain my beliefs particularly because then, it’s like you know you get labelled really 
easily. 
 
Jacob’s self-identity was formed in contrast to the labels given Christians. Jacob articulated 
that he has issues with the way his current church does things and defines himself by the local 
community work he is engaging in.  
The way that the mission of the Church was discussed in the interviews again reveals 
the self as the arbiter of not only what is true but also the one who defines mission. One of 
the respondents, Brooke, put this eloquently saying, “Figure out what the mission is and how 
you can contribute. Does it align with the direction of your skills and ideas about mission?”115 
Note that the question isn’t “how does one’s skills and ideas align with the mission of the 
Church?” but rather, “how does the mission align with one’s skills and ideas?” David E. Fitch 
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argues that this is the impact of individualism on the church, particularly evangelicals:  
“Evangelicals are individualists, which in turn enables us to count decisions as the signpost of 
salvation. We have always seen God as working first in individuals and only then in social 
groups of people.”116 The assumption in Brooke’s statement is that God gives individuals a 
mission and individuals must discern which communities align with this mission and help 
fulfil this mission. Matthew in his interview made the point that he experienced a tension 
between starting the thing you want and going elsewhere to find it. He says, “If there is 
something you want to have happen in your church that isn’t happening there’s a balance 
between trying to start it and going somewhere its happening.” Again here is an assumption 
that the individual has a mission and the church aligns with this. Not only is this the case but 
the content of the mission itself is formed by individualism. The Christian faith has become 
depoliticised in a consumer society. Graham Ward, commenting on the separation between 
Church and State, says:  
The separation was associated with a more profound division between the public and 
the private that still does affect us today; and continues to depoliticise Christians as 
Christians. For this division led to the privatization of piety and a public sphere in 
which the expression of public opinion was not valid.117 
 
Another aspect of the individual as the arbiter of truth is that denominations have 
become increasingly irrelevant as the self has become the deciding factor in religious 
affiliation. Chris articulates this well: “I guess fifty years ago denominations would be really 
important, not so much now, because if I go to another town I wouldn’t be like, I’m not 
looking for Presbyterian Church. But now I guess it might be what kind of worship the 
church does.” Laura reflected on why she visits Harmony church instead of Grace sometimes:  
“What attracts me to going there sometimes is like, um, their services are like um really value 
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freedom. People can pray out loud, children and adults dance up the front.” Rather than 
denomination, the key concern for Laura is the worship style. Johnstone comments on why he 
thinks this lack of concern with denomination exists: “Based on my interview findings, I 
would suggest that one of the reasons why denominational identity is increasingly 
unimportant is due in part to a lack of knowledge about denominational differences.”118 This 
is one factor in the equation. Johnstone also found that “even when a person’s faith journey 
has been predominantly embedded within one denomination, there is still a reluctance to 
ascribe to a denominational identity.”119 Denominations were much more important in the 
past to churchgoers, but Johnstone’s research and my interviews with young adults both 
highlight that denominational importance has waned. This isn’t surprising given that: 
“Consumerism supports an essentially individualistic view of the human person, in which 
each consumer is a sovereign chooser.”120 
 What significance does this theme of the individual as arbiter of truth have for 
ecclesiology? What does it look like for individuals to be part of community, specifically 
Christian community? Does the community make demands on the individual? Can one even 
have a personal faith journey, can Christianity be lived alone? Cavanaugh makes the 
important point that the notion of Christian freedom is different from the notion of 
individualism. The individual claims to be free from external interferences, and free to live 
out their own faith journey and create their own self-identity. Cavanaugh says this:  
Freedom in Augustine’s view is not simply the absence of external interference. 
Augustine’s view of freedom is more complex: freedom is not simply a negative 
freedom from, but a freedom for, a capacity to achieve certain worthwhile 
goals….Freedom is being wrapped up in the will of God, who is the condition of 
human freedom. Being is not autonomous; all being participates in God, the source of 
being…. In Augustine’s view, others are in fact crucial to one’s freedom. A slave or 
an addict, by definition, cannot free himself or herself. Others from outside the self – 
the ultimate Other being God – are necessary to break through the bonds that enclose 
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the self in itself. Humans need a community of virtue in which to learn to desire 
rightly.121  
 
Cavanaugh’s point is that true freedom exists in community. In participation with God and 
with others in human community, freedom is found. This community is called the Church. In 
the Church one discovers the concrete community that tell and live the story of God’s 
salvation.122 Stanley Hauerwas says:  
We are not Christians because of what we believe, but because we have been called to 
be disciples of Jesus. To become a disciple is not a matter of a new or changed self-
understanding, but rather to become part of a different community with a different set 
of practices.123 
 
In this view, to be Christian is not an individual journey of self-discovery but rather to be part 
of a community that lives God’s story. A shift needs to occur in the contemporary Church if 
this view is to challenge the individualistic mindset of churches and people in a consumer 
society. Not only are individual churchgoers formed by consumerism, Church institutions 
have been shaped and formed by it. It is evident in the focus on individual justification or 
salvation in modern evangelical churches. David Fitch suggest an approach for the 
contemporary Church: 
If we see that salvation is more than one’s personal transaction with God, if we see 
that salvation is the invitation into God’s cosmological work of redemption overs sin 
through Jesus Christ, our idea of church changes and we must organize accordingly. If 
we no longer separate one’s decision as justification from one’s sanctification into the 
salvation of God in Christ and recognize that one’s sanctification is dependent upon 
membership in the body, our idea of the church shifts and we will organize the church 
differently.124 
 
Fitch rightly notes that the structure of the current Church feeds into an individualistic mind-
set. The next chapter of this work will explore ways in which Church can be thought of in 
less individualistic ways.  
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The concept of “being fed”  
Another theme that stood out throughout the interviewing of young adults was the 
repetition of the phrase “being fed.” What is “being fed” about? It is a very important theme 
in the interviews. The definition given by the various interviewees seems to refer to a broad 
range of elements in terms of developing as a Christian. These include but are not limited to: 
being spiritually nurtured, being educated biblically, experiencing God in worship and 
listening to relevant preaching. All of these are referred to in terms of personal spiritual 
growth. Are there biblical examples of this language? In Deuteronomy we find this language: 
“And he humbled you and let you hunger and fed you with manna, which you did not know, 
nor did your fathers know, that he might make you know that man does not live by bread 
alone, but man lives by every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord”. (Deuteronomy 
8:3 ESV) This verse refers to the sustenance the Israelites received from God as they 
wandered through the wilderness and it is a reminder that they are dependent on God. Here it 
refers specifically to the “word that comes from the mouth of the Lord”. The prophet, 
Jeremiah uses the language of being fed: “And I will give you shepherds after my own heart, 
who will feed you with knowledge and understanding” (Jeremiah 3:15 ESV). Here Jeremiah 
speaks of the days of the restoration of Israel. He speaks of the shepherds, a “new line of 
kings (who) would rule (rāʿâ, ‘shepherd, pasture’) the people with knowledge and 
understanding, that is, wisely and well.” 125 Shepherd imagery abounds in the Old Testament, 
which is pervaded by a yearning for shepherds who are devoted to God, care for his sheep, 
and carry out his will (Ezekiel. 34; Jeremiah. 3:15; cf. Isaiah. 44:28).126Another example is 
found in the Gospel of John:  
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When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon, son of John, do 
you love me more than these?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love 
you.” He said to him, “Feed my lambs.” He said to him a second time, “Simon, son of 
John, do you love me?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” He 
said to him, “Tend my sheep.” He said to him the third time, “Simon, son of John, do 
you love me?” Peter was grieved because he said to him the third time, “Do you love 
me?” and he said to him, “Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.” 
Jesus said to him, “Feed my sheep” (John 21:15-17 ESV). 
 
As in Jeremiah, the picture here in John uses the shepherding imagery to refer to a model of 
leadership that is devoted to God and in line with his will. In John, the picture of feeding is 
the picture of the good shepherd caring for the flock. The imagery of being fed also occurs in 
the writings of St Paul. In 1 Corinthians 3 Paul says: “I fed you with milk, not solid food, for 
you were not ready for it. And even now you are not yet ready.” (1 Corinthians 3:2 ESV) 
Here Paul is addressing a divided church in Corinth. Much of this division exists over debates 
concerning what God’s wisdom is. The Corinthians think of themselves as spiritual and have 
criticized Paul’s Gospel teaching as mere spiritual milk when they see themselves as ready 
for meat. Gordon Fee, a respected commentator on Corinthians says:  
It is not so much that they have not made progress—that is part of the problem, they 
think they have—but that they are “adults” of the wrong kind, hence “mere infants.” 
Thus he is simply continuing the argument of the entire passage, but with new 
imagery. Just as they think of themselves as “spiritual”—and are in one sense—but by 
their thinking and behavior demonstrate that they are “fleshly,” so too they think of 
themselves as “full-grown,” and should be since they are “in Christ” (cf. 2:6). 
However, by considering Paul’s teaching “milk for babes” they show that they are 
“mere infants”; they have abandoned the gospel for something that may look like 
“solid food” but is without nutritional value. Paul allows that they are indeed “in 
Christ” because they are believers after all; his concern, however, is not that they 
“progress” into deeper teaching from the rudimentary, but that they abandon their 
present “childish” behavior altogether so that they may appreciate the “milk” for what 
it is, “solid food.”127 
 
Popular exegesis of this passage is that as a Christian matures they move toward more solid 
food and this food is understood as teaching. The irony of this interpretation is that according 
to scholars such as Gordon Fee, Paul was arguing against this notion of feeding. Paul was 
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making the point that rather than looking for “solid food” in teaching rather the Corinthians 
ought to live out the Gospel which they describe as the “milk” that Paul fed them.  
The Bible seems to use feeding in two major senses. The first is about shepherds who 
are being called to feed others. The second is the meat versus milk issue that Paul brings up. 
From the interviews it is not entirely clear which of these biblical pictures above were 
emphasized; there were elements of all of them. What is interesting to note, however, is that 
the shepherding theme focuses on the feeding of others, whilst what was revealed in the 
interviews was a focus on the feeding of the self. The concept of consumption, as discussed 
in Chapter Two, is rooted in the human need to consume food, air and water. It is interesting 
that the interviewees talked so much about being fed in a spiritual sense. This language of 
being fed illustrates the concept of consuming faith, consuming God, consuming sermons, 
and consuming teaching in order to grow spiritually. When talking about spiritual food, the 
Bible is more concerned about how we feed others than ourselves, yet the interviewees often 
used the passive language of “being fed” rather than active language, expressed by one 
interviewee as “feeding myself.”  
How was the theme of “being fed” expressed throughout the interviews? Jessica 
spoke about how she and her friends go to the evening service at her church rather than the 
morning one and the reason is because at the morning service there is a “sense of not being 
fed.” Laura, who goes to Grace Vineyard but also attends Harmony church four times a year, 
expressed frustration with her church and said: “On a spiritual level, I personally don’t feel 
like, very fed.” Laura reported feeling more “fed” at Harmony church. Chris thinks being fed 
is really important and he said, “If you feel that you are in a church that isn’t feeding you the 
way it should then you should move on to another one.” For some respondents “being fed” is 
the main reason that they go to church. Joe says, “The reason I go to church is to get um, I 
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like getting spiritually fed, like well, by the teaching and the worship there. And um I’m kind 
of finding at Hope at the moment I don’t really find the teaching and preaching as relevant.”  
 In the interviews feeding was primarily referred to in terms of personal maturing or 
growth in faith through teaching. Brooke referred to “feeding myself” when talking about 
why she would listen to a sermon. It is a strong motivating factor in terms of what many of 
the young adults I interviewed were looking for in a church. Personal growth was a key factor 
for some of the interviewees when they gave reasons for why they might leave one church for 
another. Matthew, when talking about his thoughts on moving church said: “I think there is 
also some validity in moving because what a church does really well might have been great 
for you for a while but actually what…so yeah again it is a calling thing but… actually I’m 
not growing and I need to be.” Is this emphasis on personal growth and “being fed” more 
than just basic Christian terminology for the concept of sanctification? Has this language 
been informed by consumerism? Reflecting on how consumerism has formed contemporary 
society, Cavanaugh comments: 
The restlessness of consumerism causes us constantly to seek new material objects. 
For Augustine, on the other hand, the solution to our dissatisfaction is not the 
continuous search for new things but a turn toward the only One who can truly satisfy 
our desires.128  
 
It is worth thinking about whether a kind of restless inquiry and the search for the novel has 
impacted this notion of “being fed.” A consumerist culture works on the premise of insatiable 
desire. Bartholomew and Moritz comment:  
A consumerist culture is one in which ironically needs are unlimited and insatiable. 
Ironically because consumerism promises to satisfy our needs in an unprecedented 
way, but its continuance depends on that satisfaction never actually being achieved.129 
 
“Being fed” refers to personal spiritual growth and maturity in a positive sense, in that the 
Christian is always growing and maturing into the fullness of who God has called them him 
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or her to be. However, it is likely that this concept has been impacted in some way by a 
consumerist culture. Why is this the case? One important point to note is the way in which 
contemporary humans are formed. According to Cavanaugh, “While a Christian may spend 
an hour per week in Church, she may spend twenty-five hours per week watching television, 
to say nothing of the hours spent on the Internet, listening to the radio, shopping, looking at 
junk mail and other advertisements.”130  Haley, when asked why she would leave a church, 
said: “If you have reached the point where you’re not actually growing and you need 
something you know.” In Haley’s view, when one has reached the point where they are not 
growing the Christian disciple looks to another community to provide for his or her personal 
needs. Reflecting on consumer culture Cavanaugh says:  
In consumer culture, dissatisfaction and satisfaction cease to be opposites, for 
pleasure is not so much in the possession of things as in their pursuit. There is a 
pleasure in the pursuit of novelty, and the pleasure resides not so much in having as in 
wanting. Once we have obtained an item, it brings desire to a temporary halt, and the 
item loses some of its appeal. Possession kills desire; familiarity breeds contempt. 
That is why shopping, not buying itself, is the heart of consumerism. The consumerist 
spirit is a restless spirit, typified by detachment, because desire must be constantly 
kept on the move.131 
 
According to Cavanaugh, shopping is at the heart of consumerism. This mentality has formed 
and impacted how Christians in the West look for a community to be part of and church 
shopping was one of the issues discussed in the interviews. This question provoked much 
discussion around how one chooses a church community and settles into it. Amidst this 
discussion the young adults articulated the tension they felt in the search to belong to 
community and serve as well as meet their own spiritual needs.  
 It was evident in the interviews that there was a blend of Biblical priorities and 
consumerism in the thinking and practices of the young adults. The interviewees all 
expressed ways in which they desired to be faithful Christians but it was also clear how 
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consumerism creeps in to inform their faith. The interviewees didn’t just express a desire to 
be fed. As well as talking about being fed they spoke about how being involved in Christian 
community and serving in community was significant for them. In fact, one of the key factors 
in young adults being drawn into Church community and sticking at it was the opportunity to 
be involved. Daniel said he felt a sense of belonging at his church because he “was called to 
serve.” Daniel serves on the welcoming team at his church and this has been a significant 
way to build relationships and express commitment to the vision of the church. Seth spoke 
about feeling a sense of belonging by being on a roster and “knowing you are needed.” When 
asked if she felt a sense of belonging at her church Samantha said that “getting involved with 
volunteering helped this.” Many of the respondents were asked to help, whether that was 
being approached by a music leader or youth pastor or another volunteer who linked them in. 
Samantha spoke about her church experience, saying on one hand: “Personally I don’t find I 
have a very strong connection to God  at church, I would say that at Catholic churches I do 
more, just it fits the way I kind of do church.” Samantha is currently at a Baptist church, 
which may be confusing given the preceding quote, however the reason that Samantha is at 
the Baptist church is that she now has a place to participate and serve. Speaking about the 
Catholic church Samantha said: “It was really awesome spiritually for me but then the 
practical application of how I could live out my faith wasn’t there.…I can’t do anything 
really in this church, there’s no opportunities.”  
 
A Way Forward 
The need for involvement in order for young adults to stick with faith communities is 
an important consideration. Carlton Johnstone reflects on this saying:  
Whatever the reason, a lack of opportunity for involvement has a tendency to 
marginalize people and create a sense of disconnectedness. Involvement creates a 
stronger feeling of connection to a group. Often people remain uninvolved not 
because of a lack of willingness or because they are simply “church consumers” but 
55 
 
rather as the result of a lack of opportunity. Space needs to be created for people to 
find and explore areas that welcome church involvement. The ability to contribute to 
the life of a faith community can sustain a person’s affiliation and commitment to a 
church.132  
 
Johnstone makes a very important point here. Our society is in many ways a consumer 
society, but one encouraging pattern observed in Johnstone’s research and in my interviews 
has been the observation that when people are involved they remain connected. It is fair of 
Johnstone to observe that the key issue is the Church creating space for people to be 
involved. The contemporary Church is formed by the context of consumerism to be more like 
a service provider. In this model the Church provides programs for people to consume. This 
only perpetuates disengagement and passive consumption of Church rather than active 
participation. Reflecting on the commoditisation of the Church, Jean-Claude Usunier says:  
Rather than commoditizing the obviously animate part of subjects (as is done in 
enslavement), the process transforms segments of individual lives, skills, and talents, 
and behaviour into commodities. Furthermore, because human beings are partly 
complementary, partly substitutes to machines, they have historically been in 
competition with tangible commodities (i.e. equipment goods). The border between 
objects and subjects is not clear-cut because commoditization relies on the indirect 
reification of subjects. The same holds true for the difference between religion and 
religious services. Any minister providing religious services to worshippers is 
potentially a service provider rather than a figure of spiritual authority. Being a 
service provider, s/he is supposed to meet consumers’ spiritual expectations, to 
deliver religious service quality, to be evaluated, and to be obliged to adjust if below 
expectations.133   
 
The point that must be considered here is that Church has been impacted by a consumer 
society to the point where it can be commoditised and the minister becomes a religious 
service provider for consumers of religious products. Many Church structures and practices 
support this model, such as a program driven approach to Church. Within this approach, there 
is a strong culture of leadership. There is a minority group within the Church who are 
developed as leaders and these people get to facilitate and lead the various groups or 
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programs within a church. This leadership culture leaves the majority of churchgoers in the 
realm of passive consumer of whatever is on offer, rather than an active participant. Graham 
Ward puts it well:  
If today, and I have heard this said by many a priest; the laity are increasingly difficult 
to galvanize and reluctant to accept their responsibilities, maybe that has something to 
do with a vision of the church which, to win the world, wants to make itself a centre 
of attention; like one more celebrity or charismatic character. Maybe it also has 
something to do with the way the sacerdotal focus infantilises the laity; makes them 
feel they are dependants; that the real Christians are priests because only these people 
have lives totally dedicated to serving God. That of course is nonsense – but such 
spiritual elitism has a long history that has encouraged the laity to leave the God-bit to 
the professionals, while they get on with making a living.134 
 
What is important about Ward’s comments is that he locates the problem not just with the 
laity, accusing them of consuming programs, but helpfully touches on the real issue which is 
the way that many Church institutions function. Ward notes that “clericalism within the 
Church encourages lay people to use the Church as they would use a hospital or a library – as 
an institutional provider of a service.”135 
 How might churches reconsider a non-program driven approach to ministry? What are 
some theological tools that engage with this issue? How might we think of Christian 
community? Gary D. Badcock, a theologian writing in the field of ecclesiology gives two 
models of community to consider and then offers a third way. The two models are as follows:  
1) Atomistic/Contractarian: “In the atomistic/contractarian view, then, the human 
community amounts to an artificial construct intended to advance the cause of the 
individual.” 
2) “The Organic/Functional model of community sees human community in general – 
and implicitly the community of the church – primarily as a system in which 
individuals have a functional role to play in the operation of the whole.”136 
 
In the Atomistic/Contractarian model we see the kind of individualism that has been 
discussed in this chapter. The individual signs up voluntarily in a community to advance their 
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own self-identity and fulfilment. In the Organic/Functional model we see that the individual 
serves the greater good – a Biblical notion of this is found in Paul’s body imagery and in the 
biblical shepherd imagery.137 In this model there is a risk that there is a “crushing of the 
individual person and an attempt to submerge his or her interests for the sake of the 
whole.”138 Badcock mentions a third way which is the mutual/personal model. This third 
model acknowledges that “to be a ‘self’ at all is to exist in relationship to another, and thus 
ultimately to engage with other persons.”139 This model creates space “for the needs of the 
individual and of the whole community, because in the final analysis the two are co-
dependent; you cannot have one without the other.”140 This mutual/personal model has 
promise in a consumeristic context in that it acknowledges the individual as defined in 
relationship in community. The concept of personhood is important in that it acknowledges 
the personalized nature in which Christ is encountered. It points not to Jesus as an abstract 
deity or principle but rather as incarnate in a community of persons. Cavanaugh reflects on 
this:  
For it is only in the encounter with other persons that Christ is encountered, in the 
concrete and not the abstract, and only by attachment to – not detachment from – the 
concrete that universal Christ is encountered. The calls to Christians is not so much 
either to embrace or try to replace abstractions such as “capitalism” with other 
abstractions. It is rather to sustain forms of economy, community, and culture that 
recognize the universality of the individual person.141 
 
 The mutuality in this model speaks of self-giving. Self-giving mutuality is a community 
concept that can be derived from reflecting theologically on the nature of God as Triune. This 
project suggests that thinking in Trinitarian terms gives the Church concepts to think about 
the kind of community it is called to be in the 21st Century context of a consumer society. 
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This thinking will be unpacked in the next chapter which seeks to explore what kind of 
































Chapter 4  
Community and Consumerism: A Trinitarian Model of 
Participation and Spiritual Formation.  
 
A hopeful theme that arose in the interviews was that people find meaning, identity 
and belonging when they are invited to participate in Church. In the context of a consumer 
society the Church has at times responded by catering to individual need, providing 
programs, courses, and adopting marketing techniques to appeal to a religious marketplace. 
Perhaps re-engaging in mission in the context of consumerism begins with re-engaging with 
what it means to really be the Church. In a consumer society where individuals explore 
identity and meaning through consumption, what would an alternative vision of human 
flourishing look like? Perhaps the answer isn’t such a new one. Perhaps it lies in the notion of 
communion. What if our ecclesiology was shaped by an understanding of being in 
relationship with God and with one another?  I have chosen three theological perspectives to 
present as options for a foundation for addressing consumerism in congregations: the social 
Trinity, the mission of God, and Christian formation and desire. These together present a call 
to congregations to embrace a participative ecclesiology. 
 
The Triune God and Human Persons 
A key theme in the interviews was the individual as the arbiter of truth. In a consumer 
society an individualist epistemology places the individual at the centre of the search for 
meaning. How does this individualistic outlook impact ecclesiology? The answer to this 
question depends on what definition of Church we are working with, but before this is dealt 
with we must ask what is an individual and what is a person and how may they be different. 
Jürgen Moltmann’s perspective that a person is not the same as an individual is helpful in 
identifying relevant issues for this study: 
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A person is not an individual. The distinction is simple, but is seldom made. 
According to its Latin meaning, an individuum is something ultimately indivisible, 
like atom in Greek. A person, in comparison, is –as Martin Buber showed (following 
Feuerbach, Hegel and Holderlin) – the individual human being in the resonant field of 
his or her relationships, the relationships of I, Thou and We, I-myself and I-It. In the 
network of relationships, the person becomes the human subject of taking and giving, 
listening and doing, experiencing and touching, hearing and responding. Without 
community, a person cannot be a person.142 
 
This relational definition of “person” contrasts with common understandings of “individual.” 
Andrew Root offers some thoughts toward a definition: “Individualism is constructed around 
the core commitment of seeing people as fundamentally rational animals that are loyal to 
what enhances or fulfils their individual self-interest. Individualism says you are your 
interests.”143 These interests might be soccer, shopping or fly fishing. The point is that it is 
the individual’s interests and tastes that provide definition for who he or she is. An individual 
is defined on his or her own terms whereas a person can only be defined in relation to others.  
From a sociological perspective, Andrew Walker outlines some guidelines for attempting to 
define personhood:  
1) Persons have a culture: a person is always a person for someone or in relation to 
someone. 
2) Persons cannot be said to be an asocial “I”. 
3) Persons cannot be said to be a socialised “me” without reference to other socialised 
selves.  
4) Persons have a language: communion is related to communication.144 
 
These categories are all relational. This concept of persons in relationship is not just a 
sociological notion, it is also a concept that can be argued from a scientific perspective. A 
study by three psychiatrists, Thomas Lewis, Fari Amini and Richard Lannon, describes the 
centrality of relationships in human identity: “Loving is mutuality; loving is synchronous 
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attunement and modulation. As such, adult love depends critically upon knowing the 
other….Lovers hold keys to each other identities, and they write neurostructural alterations 
into each other’s networks. Their limbic tie allows each to influence who the other is and 
becomes.”145 These three psychiatrists point out how relationships are significant at the 
biological level because they shape our very biochemistry. Humans are relational beings who 
need to be in community in order to be whole.  
 Personhood can be defined in sociological and scientific categories and can be 
understood theologically as well. The doctrine of the Trinity provides a model of personhood 
that can be applied to understand the human person.146 God is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
God is distinctly personal and relational and can be described as love, and has his “true being 
in communion, in the mutual indwelling of Father, Son and Holy Spirit.”147 Human beings 
made in God’s image have the potential to reflect God’s love. Humans are made for 
communion with God and communion with each other. In worship of God and in interactions 
with one another humans are invited to participate in the life of God: Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.148 In light of this, James Torrance insists that the Church needs to recapture what he 
calls a “relational ontology.” In other words humanity’s existence, our very being, is defined 
in relationship. Torrance states:  
This is a matter of great urgency in our cultures, where we witness, for example, the 
break-up of so much family life. We have too one-sidedly interpreted “the individual” 
as someone with rights, duties (Thomas Jefferson), the thinking self (Descartes), 
endowed with reason (Boethius), a self-legislating ego (Kant), motivated by a “work 
ethic”, with needs, physical, emotional, sexual, cultural.149 
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This chapter seeks to recapture a relational ontology for ecclesiology as a response to 
consumerism. The interviews I conducted revealed the theme of individualism in a consumer 
society as having a major impact on perspectives on what it means to be a Christian. In 
relation to Church, this individualism has eroded community and changed the way that many 
churches function. In a consumer society the Church becomes the service provider to meet 
the religious needs of individuals. How is the contemporary Church to respond to this?  An 
important place to begin is to discuss a way of Church that is grounded in reflection on the 
Triune nature of God. Here it must be acknowledged that in Scripture there are many images 
of the Church. For example, Avery Dulles describes six models of Church: Institution, 
Mystical Communion, Sacrament, Herald, Servant, and, Community of Disciples.150 Dulles 
makes the point that to have a balanced theology of Church each of these must be taken into 
consideration. However, this project seeks to do something particular, focusing on certain 
images, such as the Trinity as a social analogy and the Church as a theatre in which we all 
perform. This provides a correction to some of our individualistic understandings of faith and 
provide possible ways for the Church to think about its mission in the 21st century.  
 
The Trinity as Social Analogy 
In contemporary theological thinking there has been a development of the concept of 
the Trinity as Social Analogy. One of the leading thinkers in this area is John Zizioulas, who 
describes the Church, saying: “The Church is not simply an institution. She is a ‘mode of 
existence’, a way of being.”151 This way of being is about communion with God and one 
another. Personhood, according to Zizioulas can only be understood properly in light of the 
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Trinity.152 Father, Son, and Holy Spirit exist as a community of love.153 God’s very own life 
displays a relationality that sheds light on what it means to be a person, defined in relation to 
others. Therefore the Trinity can be applied analogically to the Church in that the Church is 
the community of persons called to reflect God’s love in the world.154 Catherine LaCugna 
puts it this way: “The church’s life is to mirror God’s life, to be an ‘icon’ of God’s life…The 
Church, in other words, should exist as the mystery of persons who dwell together in 
equality, reciprocity and mutual love.”155 The Church expresses God’s love in the 
relationships of love between persons in community. One must take care with using the 
Trinity as an analogy for the Church. It is important to note that all language about God is 
analogical and there are limits on Trinitarian language. Miroslav Volf notes: “Trinitarian 
models bring God to expression in the same way all language about God does, namely, as a 
God who is revealed anthropomorphically, but who always remains hidden, ‘in the light of 
his own being’ because God dwells in “unapproachable light” (1 Timothy 6:16).” It is also 
important to note that this analogy isn’t abstract only, rather it is grounded in the practice of 
baptism in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit into which persons are invited into 
communion with the Triune God and with the Church which represents this God in the 
world.156 The Doctrine of the Trinity affirms what it looks like for humanity to be made in the 
image of God. Being made in the image of God means that humanity is not created to live as 
individuals and find meaning and identity in self-realization. Rather, being made in the image 
of God, specifically the Triune God, means that human beings are persons who are created to 
be in relation and are defined in relation to one another.  
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Describing the nature of the Trinity, John R. Franke says: “This eternal fellowship of 
divine love is characterized by both unity-in-plurality and plurality-in-unity, in which we 
affirm that the one God exists in three distinct persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit; and we 
affirm together, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, are the one God.”157 Christian community in 
light of the Trinity exists as unity and diversity. In a world in which individualism leads to 
fragmentation and isolation, this understanding of Christian community is essential.158 A 
healthy model of Christian community is a mutual/personal model.159 This is a model in 
which the individual is not crushed for the greater good, but neither does the individual exist 
on their own as an individual, rather they are a person defined by relationship. This isn’t 
restrictive of freedom; in fact it is a re-definition of freedom, a term which Moltmann 
describes as “free community”:  
Here freedom is not an attribute of the determining subject. It is a qualification of the 
intersubjective relationships in which and from which human subjects live. That is the 
concept of communicative freedom….In a community of mutual respect, of liking, 
friendship, and love, the other person is no longer a restriction of my personal 
freedom. That person is the social complement of my own limited freedom….A free 
society is therefore not a collection of private, free individuals. It is a community in 
solidarity, where people intervene on one another’s behalf, and especially for the 
weak, the sick, the young and the old.160  
 
This community of solidarity stands in stark contrast to the individualism of a consumer 
society. This community acknowledges that every person’s unique gifts are needed for the 
community to function.161 
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In a consumer society, Church communities can at times function as religious service 
providers. However, with a Trinitarian understanding of Church, the community can move in 
the direction of kenosis, that is self-emptying, self-giving love.162 Cavanaugh describes this 
as “mutual self-giving and mutual receiving.”163 This kind of Church community which 
expresses self-giving love is the community where God’s image is most clearly seen.164 How 
might we describe this community called Church? Most simply the Church can be described 
as the community gathered in Christ’s name.165 In this gathered community there is a 
communion of persons that is formed by communion with God.166  
The concept of communion is properly understood in light of the Greek term from the 
New Testament, koinonia (κοινωνία, ας, ἡ), which can be defined as “community; 
fellowship; participation.”167 As one can see from the definition, koinonia is a relational term 
and it speaks of participation. Firstly, koinonia can be described as participation with others:  
The reciprocity of community relationships designated with the word group 
represented by κοινωνία is emphasized by Paul esp. in his description of the 
relationships of his churches to the mother church in Jerusalem and to him, the 
founding apostle. Rom 15:27 makes clear that these relationships are fundamentally 
relationships of obligation: “for if the Gentiles receive a share (ἐκοινώνησαν) in their 
[the Jerusalem Christians’] spiritual blessings [gospel, faith, salvation], they are 
obliged to provide them a ministry in bodily [material] matters.” Thus benefits that 
are very different in nature are exchanged. But in the exchange κοινωνία, the 
recognition of the relationship in community in which having a share obligates one to 
give a share, comes into existence (cf. Galatians 6:6: “Let him who is taught share in 
all good things with him who teaches”).168 
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The way that Paul uses the word speaks of a reciprocity or what one may call a mutuality. 
Koinonia describes membership in Christian community not just as taking but as both taking 
and giving, or in economic terms not just consuming but also producing. This is what it 
means to participate in Christian community. Not only does koinonia refer to the relationship 
between believers, it also refers to participation with God: 
The Pauline understanding of κοινωνία takes on its greatest significance in connection 
with statements about Christ and the Spirit. 1 Cor 1:9 speaks of the call through God 
“to fellowship with Jesus Christ [an unusual gen. of the person],” indicating neither 
how this fellowship comes into existence nor in what it consists. The relationships 
become clear, however, in 10:16ff., especially in contrast to μετέχω, which in Greek 
can be synonymous with κοινωνέω, but which in Paul expresses only the concrete 
receiving of a share, but not the most decisive aspect, which is the “partnership” in the 
body of Christ effected at the Lord’s Supper through “participation in” the body of the 
exalted Christ, the Church, i.e., the partnership with the other partakers in the meal.169 
 
Koinonia is understood as participation, or fellowship, with Jesus Christ. 1 Corinthians 1:9 
says: “God is faithful; by him you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our 
Lord.” Koinonia refers to both a participation with one another in community and a 
participation with God. This Biblical understanding of Christian community gives a robust 
critique of a religious consumer market in which the individual seeks to shop for a church 
which meets his or her needs. An understanding of koinonia also rightly critiques any 
understanding of Church which focuses primarily on what happens at a Sunday gathering.170 
To participate in each other’s lives and to participate in the life of the Triune God is 
something that is integrated into all of life and requires community. Zizioulas explains the 
logic of koinonia saying:  
The fact that God reveals to us His existence as one of personal communion is 
decisive in our understanding of the nature of the Church. It implies that when we say 
that the Church is koinonia, we mean no other kind of communion but the very 
personal communion between the Father, the Son and the Spirit. It implies also that 
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the Church is by definition incompatible with individualism; her fabric is communion 
and personal relatedness.171  
 
This relational understanding of church provides an important critique of the individualism in 
consumer society that is reflected in the interviews that I conducted in this project.  
 The Church is the community that is called to participate in one another’s lives and in 
the life of God. It is the connection with the Triune God that provides the basis for who the 
Church is. The Church, however, doesn’t exist for its own sake to simply enjoy the privileges 
of communion with God. The Church exists for the world because God has a mission to the 
world, and the Church shares in God’s life and therefore His mission. This mission has an 
eschatological vision at its heart. Stanley Grenz describes the identity of the Church: “What 
the Church is, is determined by what the Church is destined to become. And the Church is 
destined to be nothing less than a new humanity, the glorious company of God’s redeemed 
people who inhabit the renewed creation and enjoy the presence of the Triune God.”172 The 
Church then functions as a sign of the kingdom, a foretaste of God’s plan for the world.173 
This calling to be God’s kingdom people means that the Church ought to be continually 
reflecting on its faithfulness to this call. This is the focus of the next section of this chapter: 
what is God’s mission and how is the Church called to participate in it?   
 
The Missio Dei: It is God’s Mission  
How is the contemporary Church to be faithful to the calling of Jesus which is 
articulated in Matthew’s Gospel: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to 
obey everything that I have commanded you”?174 How does the contemporary Western 
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Church do mission? First and foremost it is important to work out how one describes mission. 
Mission has often been described as something that the Church does amongst many other 
tasks. However, applying the concept that the Church participates in the Triune life of God 
means that rather than mission being a task for the Church, the Church participates in God’s 
mission.175 Jürgen Moltmann puts it eloquently:  “It is not the church that has a mission of 
salvation to fulfil to the world; it is the mission of the Son and the Spirit through the Father 
that includes the church, creating a church as it goes on its way.”176 The concept “mission of 
God” acknowledges that the Triune God is at work in the world. The mission of God is first 
and foremost His to carry out. God’s mission is the redemption of all creation or, as Jim 
Kitchen aptly describes it, “the repair of the world.”177 God’s call to people to be involved in 
this repair is evident in the story of Scripture. It is seen in God choosing Abraham and 
blessing him and his family to be a blessing to other nations. Abraham is not chosen by God 
as privileged for his own sake but rather to participate in God’s plan for the world. This call 
is evident in God’s mandate to the Old Testament kings to care for widows, orphans and 
aliens.178 This call is also echoed in the words of the Prophets such as Isaiah: “Learn to do 
good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow. (Isaiah 1:17 
NRSV).179 God’s plan is culminated in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The 
Church is chosen as Abraham is chosen, not just for the sake of being a chosen people but 
rather chosen to participate in God’s mission for the redemption of the world.180  
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 How might the Church go about this mission God has called it to participate in? First, 
the good news of the Gospel provides identity and meaning in a context in which consumers 
are on the search for these. Christianity offers an alternative way of understanding who we 
are and what life is about. In a consumer society a robust Christianity will offer more than 
just Church services or programs to attend but a way of life to embrace that stands in contrast 
to a consumerist ethic. This way of life, grounded in mission offers an opportunity that 
restless consumers are looking for. It offers an opportunity for meaningful action and the 
ability to look beyond oneself to a bigger purpose. This way of life isn’t just for individuals 
but it is for persons in communion with each other. The mission of God invites people to 
participate together. This description of mission is appealing and of course, idealistic in the 
best sense of the word. The reality is that it isn’t always easy to be a community on mission 
and it will be a hard sell in a consumer society that so often promotes the needs and wants of 
the individual. However, in the interviews it was clear that many of the interviewees had a 
desire to serve and this desire could be nurtured into a deeper understanding of the mission of 
God and participating in it. What is needed to move the Church towards this shared mission? 
Spiritual formation is a key practice that the Church must embrace.  
 
Spiritual Formation and Desire 
What way of life might form disciples that engage in mission in a consumer society? 
The context of consumerism highlights that human beings are desiring creatures. How will 
the Church shape the desires of people who live in a consumer society? James K. A. Smith, in 
his book Imagining the Kingdom: How Worship Works, makes the point that “Christian 
formation will not merely be a matter of providing new knowledge but a matter of 
“dispositional reflection” and rehabitutation of our desires and loves.”181 He adds: “We need 
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to be moved, not merely convinced.”182 Smith names something important for the argument 
of this present project. A consumer society operates on the logic of desire. This desire 
operates mostly at an unconscious level.183 The Church in many ways appeals to the mind via 
intellectual content, either in preaching or packaged in programs. Of course the Church 
doesn’t operate only at this level, rather the question is one of balance. If human beings are 
desiring creatures as well as rational ones, how is the Church appealing to this desire as well 
as to the mind? In a consumer society desire is certainly appealed to in order to sell products, 
but does the Church take human desire seriously enough?  
Smith provides a way forward with regard to this issue of shaping dispositions by 
suggesting that ritual has a power to shape and form dispositions. He highlights that a 
distinction between form and content in how the Church understands worship has led to 
reducing the gospel to a propositional message rather than a transformative reality.184 The 
form matters according to Smith: 
So while we might think that reconfiguring worship to feel like the mall is a way of 
making Jesus relevant and accessible, in fact we are unwittingly teaching worshipers 
and seekers to treat Jesus like any other commodity they encounter in the mall, 
because the very form of the mall’s (‘secular’) liturgy unconsciously trains us to relate 
to the world as consumers.185 
 
The form of worship matters because of the meaning contained within the form itself. The 
danger is that in the name of contextualisation in a consumer society perhaps along the way 
the forms of worship can be altered so that the meaning is altered. In Smith’s words we might 
“end up singing lyrics that confess Jesus is Lord accompanied by a tune that means 
something very different.”186 Because of this the Church in our consumer society must 
consider the power of the form to shape the imaginations of Christian disciples and plan 
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worship accordingly. Smith offers a practical wisdom that is very helpful in terms of thinking 
about how to form disciples who are embedded in the context of consumerism. Smith argues 
that it is essential to see worship not just as expressive (what we offer God), but also as 
formative (what God is doing to us).187 This understanding of worship is about commitment 
to being repetitively immersed in practices that shape and form one as a disciple of Jesus.188 
Examples include, but are not limited to, practices such as the reading of Scripture, praying 
the Psalms, confession, exercising hospitality, caring for the poor, and practicing forgiveness. 
If ecclesiology in the contemporary Church has been impacted by consumerism, which this 
project argues, then it is essential that the Church learns afresh to submit to being formed and 
shaped by the traditional practices of the Church, the actions and rituals that the Church has 
participated in for centuries. This isn’t to say that we shouldn’t contextualise the Gospel. 
Rather it is to say that the very form of the practices ought to be lived and worked out in 
every generation. If the Church embraces the forms of marketing given to it by a consumer 
society it is no surprise that the Church will create a society of Christian consumers. On the 
other hand, the Church has a rich tradition of practices such as prayer, hospitality and 
Eucharist which Christians participate in and in doing so are caught up in the life of God: 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit. In other words, spiritual formation invites participation in 
communion with God and in communion with others by participation in practices which 
facilitate these relationships. The challenge of embracing this kind of spiritual formation is 
that it isn’t just appealing to the desire of individual disciples, rather it will involve the 
shaping of a communal desire for mission. Discipleship is linked closely with mission.189 The 
challenge for Church in a consumer society is to experience transformation of desire, for 
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example from the desire to consume worship experiences to a desire to reach out to the world 
in mission.  
 
A Participative Ecclesiology  
An interesting and positive trend in the interviews I conducted was that where there 
was participation and involvement, there was connection and belonging. This says something 
important about discipleship. It seems that despite being part of a consumer society that the 
young adults I spoke to all wanted not just to consume but to produce. What would it look 
like to take a participative ecclesiology seriously: emphasizing participation, that each person 
has a role to play in the Church. It starts with affirming that Christianity is not just an idea but 
it is “God’s self-communication words and acts.”190 With this in mind Kevin Vanhoozer has 
developed an image of the Church as a theatre, a community where the Gospel is performed. 
His thinking is helpful in providing an image of what a participative ecclesiology might be 
like. Vanhoozer argues that theology is inherently dramatic in that it is grounded in the story 
of Scripture. This drama in turn prompts people to participate, calling for actors to perform 
the drama.191 Vanhoozer describes the importance of drama as an image of Christian 
discipleship, saying:  
The notion that the Christian life is a drama in which I have a role to play, with other 
believers, gives renewed urgency to everyday discipleship. In an age of apathy, the 
drama of doctrine reminds us that we are here to participate in God’s mission to a 
wanting world. The opportunity to make a difference in the world by performing the 
drama of doctrine ought to be enough to get even jaded churchgoers out of bed on 
Monday morning.192 
 
Here Vanhoozer echoes the theme found in the interviews: where there is room to participate 
and be involved, there is belonging and commitment. Vanhoozer’s image of the Church as 
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“interactive theater” breaks down the distinctions between priests and lay people, between 
those in “full-time ministry” and those in employment outside of the Church.193 It is an image 
which provides room for everyone to participate, to be “on stage” and to “perform”. 
Vanhoozer’s image is powerful in that it articulates that being a Christian is far more than just 
belief, it is how one lives life. It is important to make a distinction between entertainment and 
engagement.194 An entertainment culture in churches is one in which most people remain 
passive and are entertained whilst leaders perform. However a culture of engagement will be 
one in which every member is called to participate. In the interviews the need to be engaged 
was evident in that participation was linked with commitment. This is one of the challenges 
for the contemporary Church in a consumer society: is there space to participate? 
 There is a great opportunity for the Church to engage in mission in a consumer 
society by offering genuine community to participate in rather than programs to consume. 
This community is characterized by communion, as in communion with God and with each 
other. The existential angst created by a consumer society is due to a restless search for 
identity and meaning in the consumption of goods that cannot deliver. The Christian 
alternative will only be a valid alternative if it provides meaning and identity found in 
relationship with God and with others in community, or to put it in Zizioulas’s words, a sense 
of being found in communion.195  
 The sacraments and the practices of the Church provide such concrete ways to 
participate in Christian community. Being Christian is not simply about believing the creeds 
but rather embracing a certain way of life. The sacrament of Eucharist provides a good 
example of the way the theology of the Church is lived and enacted in community. William 
Cavanaugh expresses the importance of Eucharist in a consumer society: “In the Eucharist we 
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are absorbed into a larger body. The small individual self is de-centered and put in the 
context of a much wider community of participation with others in the divine life.”196 The 
Eucharist celebrates the communion we have with God and one another through Christ. This 
is why it is such a central part of the worship of the Church. However, the Eucharist does not 
stand alone. The Eucharist is something that the Church celebrates as a gathered worship 
community often on a Sunday, but it is connected to who Christians are in the world. 
Miroslav Volf reflects on the practices of his father who was a pastor. Volf tells a story of 
how his parents would invite one particularly difficult man over for dinner regularly. Despite 
finding this terribly frustrating, Volf admired his parents’ integrity, saying: “They were 
extending the invitation to this stranger because they did not think one should hold the table 
of the Lord at which my father presided in the morning apart from the table at our home at 
whose head he was sitting at noon.”197 Reflecting on this experience as a theologian, Volf 
says:  
The relation between the ecclesial and eschatological table and the many tables to 
which we do or do not invite guests is a case in point of the relation between beliefs – 
some of them ritually enacted – and practices. The sacrament of the Lord’s Supper 
itself is very much a summary of the whole of Christian life, at whose heart lies the 
self-giving of God for sinful humanity, and the eschatological Feast is the sum of 
Christian hopes for communion between the Triune God and God’s glorified 
people.198 
 
Volf’s father illustrated integrity in the way he saw the connection between the sacrament of 
Eucharist and the practice of hospitality.199 For the Church to embrace a participative 
ecclesiology, the connection between gathered Sunday worship and life during the week must 
be made. Church services are often only one hour a week, perhaps three hours a week at the 
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Amos Yong, Hospitality and the Other: Pentecost, Christian Practices, and the Neighbour (Maryknoll, New 
York: Orbis Books, 2008). 
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most. An important issue for the Church to consider is how disciples are formed in Church 
community, not just at Church services. Are programs enough?  Considerable formation will 
require space to participate in a community of disciples rather than worship experiences 
merely to be consumed. Here James K. A. Smith’s concept of the power of rituals to form is 
instructive. People need to participate regularly in practices that form them as disciples. My 
interviewees participated in church-related activities an average of 5.5 hours per week. As 
mentioned earlier, these activities were primarily programs that foster the existing Christian 
community. The interviewees in many cases articulated a heart for mission but in terms of 
engagement there is room for improvement. Perhaps a way forward in the formation of 
disciples is to make the link between the regular practices (perhaps present in programs) and 
the mission of the Church. Perhaps the busyness that programmed activities creates can 
hinder engagement in mission due to lack of time, but what if this programmed space could 
be used to empower disciples for mission and give space for people to go out? For example, 
what if instead of a weekly Bible study where consistent content was taught there was a 
balance of content and practice? So, imagine a group that meets once a month to study 
Scripture and then the rest of the month uses the time set aside to live out the theory. For 
example, a group might meet to study Luke chapter ten and then the following three weeks 
go out seeking people that are open to hearing the Gospel story told to them. Or another 
example might be a study on the Lord’s Prayer which focuses on forgiving each other, 
praying it together as a group and then the people in the group seeking reconciliation with 
those they have experienced broken relationships with. These are simple suggestions, but 
within the logic of these suggestions there is a shift to a more participative and active form of 
discipleship rather than just consuming content. There is hope that people may discover a 
deeper relationship with God through such practice which invites them into the very heart of 
God’s mission.  
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 A robust ecclesiology for the Church in the context of consumerism will be an 
ecclesiology that is grounded in an understanding of God as Triune and humanity made in 
God’s image. Being made in God’s image means that people are created to find identity and 
meaning in relation to God and one another. In a consumer society the Church may find a 
way forward in mission by practicing spiritual formation that appeals to the desire to find 
identity and meaning in a restless world in which consumerism provides only temporary 
solutions. The Church, the community called to reflect God’s image in a good yet broken 
world, must take seriously its role in participating with God in his mission for the world. In 
fact, the Church is called and brought forth into existence for participation in this mission. A 
participative ecclesiology can provide a way forward to the challenge of individualism in a 
consumer society as it gives people a community to belong to and a mission to fulfil. A 
participative ecclesiology is one that invites people to find meaning and identity in 
communion with God and others which is good news for people struggling to find identity in 
a consumer society.  
 
Conclusion  
This project has explored the impact of consumerism on ecclesiology, particularly amongst 
18-25 year old churchgoers in Christchurch. It has explored the context of a consumer society 
in which the “act of consuming has become a philosophical basis for life.”200 Religion can 
become commoditised in this context and because of this the Church has been deeply affected 
by consumerism. There is both threat and opportunity for the mission of the Church in a 
consumer society. The threat is that Christianity becomes yet another commodity that 
individuals consume. The opportunity is that Christianity stands at the margins of a society in 
                                                          
200 Campbell “I shop therefore I know that I am: the Metaphysical Basis of 
Modern Consumerism, 41-42.  
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which the goods one purchases are often looked to provide identity and meaning. This search 
is a restless one which is unlikely to be satisfied given the very logic of consumerism. 
Christianity can stand as a genuine and attractive alternative in which to find identity and 
meaning in a consumer society. Any biblical ecclesiology must be grounded in the call to 
participate in God’s mission to the world. There was much hope in the interviews as the 
young adults articulated an understanding of God’s mission in the world. The challenge to 
face is how these ideas can make sense in contemporary churches that often function as 
service providers offering programs for individuals to consume. If the Church is to offer a 
robust critique of consumerism, one of the most helpful places to start is by articulating a 
Trinitarian understanding of community that pushes back against such individualism. This 
project has used the social analogy of the Trinity to argue for a participative ecclesiology in 
which Christian community reflects the nature of God; Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. This 
participative ecclesiology offers a model of Church which isn’t about individuals consuming 
church via programs or services but rather is about a community of persons which reflect 
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Appendix 1:  Interview Questions  
 
1) Where do you currently go to church? Do you attend more than one church?  
2) What attracted you to the church/s that you attend?  
3) Do you have sense of belonging to your church community or not? What factors make 
you feel connected to the church?  
4) What kind of things do you participate in at your church? What would a typical month 
look like? 
5) What motivates you to participate at your church? 
6) Are you involved as a volunteer at your church/s? If so, how many volunteer hours do 
you give per week?  
7) Tell me about your reasons for volunteering at your church? Why did you become a 
volunteer in the first place? 
8) Do you contribute financially to your church/s? 
9) What motivates you to give financially?  
10) What do you like about your church/s? 
11) Tell me about what you find frustrating and think needs to change?  
12) Can you describe for me what the church exists for? What is the point?  
13) Why should a Christian go to church? What are the benefits?  
14) What do you think the problems are when people don’t go to church?  
15) How would you describe what God calls all Christians to do and be?  
16) What do you think of church “shopping”? Can you tell me some things you have 
observed about church “shopping”?  
17) Tell me what you think are good reasons for why people should move from one church 








Consuming Church: The Impact of Consumerism on the Ecclesiology of 18-25 year old 
Churchgoers in Christchurch.  
INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARTICIPANTS  
 
Thank you for showing an interest in this project. Please read this information sheet carefully 
before deciding whether or not to participate. If you decide to participate we thank you. If 
you decide not to take part there will be no disadvantage to you and we thank you for 
considering our request.  
 
What is the Aim of the Project? 
 
This project is being undertaken as part of the completion of a Masters in Ministry through 
Otago University. This research project seeks to focus in on young adult (18-25 years old) 
churchgoers in Christchurch from a variety of denominations to explore how their views of 
church have been shaped by society.  
 
What Type of Participants are being sought? 
 
18-25 year old churchgoers are sought for these interviews. 16 people in total from four 
different churches from 4 denominations are to participate. Two males and two females from 
each church will be interviewed. Participants will not receive any remuneration for their 
participation. 
      
What will Participants be Asked to Do? 
 
Should you agree to take part in this project, you will be asked to participate in an interview 
for 40-60 minutes. The interview will be recorded. Please be aware that you may decide not 
to take part in the project without any disadvantage to yourself of any kind. If you agree to 
the interview you may ask that the interview be stopped at any time during the process.  
 
What Data or Information will be Collected and What Use will be Made of it? 
 
Notes will be taken during all the interviews and the interviews will be recorded with an 
audio recorder. Only the researcher and research supervisor will have access to these notes 
and audio files.  
 
The data collected will be securely stored in such a way that only those mentioned below will 
be able to gain access to it. At the end of the project any personal information will be 
85 
 
destroyed immediately except that, as required by the University's research policy, any raw 
data on which the results of the project depend will be retained in secure storage for five 
years, after which it will be destroyed. 
 
The results of the project may be published and will be available in the University of Otago 
Library (Dunedin, New Zealand) but every attempt will be made to preserve your anonymity. 
 
If a book or article results from this research, all participants will be informed.  
 
This project involves an open-questioning technique. The general line of questioning includes 
questions about church attendance, the participant’s involvement in church and views on 
church. The precise nature of the questions which will be asked have not been determined in 
advance, but will depend on the way in which the interview develops.  
 
In the event that the line of questioning does develop in such a way that you feel hesitant or 
uncomfortable you are reminded of your right to decline to answer any particular question(s) 
and also that you may withdraw from the project at any stage without any disadvantage to 
yourself of any kind. 
 
 
Can Participants Change their Mind and Withdraw from the Project? 
 
You may withdraw from participation in the project at any time and without any disadvantage 
to yourself of any kind. 
 
What if Participants have any Questions? 
If you have any questions about our project, either now or in the future, please feel free to 
contact either: 
Rev Joshua Taylor                     and/or Supervisor – Rev Dr Lynne Baab 
Telephone: 0277724155    Department of Theology and Religion 
Email Address: j.d.taylor62@gmail.com   University Telephone: 034795358 
       Email Address: lynne.baab@otago.ac.nz 
 
This study has been approved by the Department stated above. If you have any concerns 
about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact the Committee through the Human 
Ethics Committee Administrator (ph 03 479-8256). Any issues you raise will be treated in 















Appendix 3 – Consent Form for Participants of Interviews 
 
Consuming Church: The Impact of Consumerism on the Ecclesiology of 18-25 year old 
Churchgoers in Christchurch. 
CONSENT FORM FOR 
PARTICIPANTS 
 
I have read the Information Sheet concerning this project and understand what it is about. All 
my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I understand that I am free to request 
further information at any stage. 
I know that: 
 
1. My participation in the project is entirely voluntary; 
 
2. I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without any disadvantage; 
 
3. Personal identifying information on audio file will be destroyed at the conclusion of the 
project but any raw data on which the results of the project depend will be retained in 
secure storage for at least five years; 
 
4. This project involves an open-questioning technique. The general line of questioning    
includes questions about church attendance, the participant’s involvement in church and 
views on church. The precise nature of the questions which will be asked have not been 
determined in advance, but will depend on the way in which the interview develops and that 
in the event that the line of questioning develops in such a way that I feel hesitant or 
uncomfortable I may decline to answer any particular question(s) and/or may withdraw from 
the project without any disadvantage of any kind. 
 
5. I may ask to stop the interview at any time if I feel uncomfortable.  
 
6. I will not be remunerated for this interview 
 
7. The results of the project may be published and available in the University of Otago 
Library (Dunedin, New Zealand) but every attempt will be made to preserve my 
anonymity. 
 
I agree to take part in this project. 
 
 
.............................................................................   
 ............................... 
       (Signature of participant)       (Date) 
 
    
